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Inter-ethnic prejudice and discrimination are major impediments to the enjoyment of 
personal rights and social justice, to the healthy social functioning of individuals, 
families, and communities, and to the establishment of socially cohesive and 
integrative societies (OHCHR, 2001). Addressing this issue is within the ambit and 
definition of social work (IFSW, 2000).  A key factor in preventing the formation of 
prejudice is recognizing and understanding early racial attitudes in children (Glover & 
Smith, 1997) as more success in changing attitudes can be accomplished with young 
children whose attitudes and inter-group behaviors are less intransigent than that of 
adults (Taylor & Katz, 1989).   
 
Although there has been much scholarship on race and children elsewhere, little is 
known about the racial attitudes of children in Singapore, or about the impact of 
inter-ethnic contact and the use of multicultural curricula on these attitudes.  This is 
particularly so for those at the preschool age.  This study, comprising two parts, aims to 
fill this gap in knowledge.  The first part seeks to provide a better understanding of the 
local scene by exploring and describing the inter-ethnic attitudes of 279 Chinese and 
Malay preschoolers in Singapore, and examining how the attitudes may be associated 
with the race of the child and with the ethnic composition of the preschool.  
Appropriate intervention strategies and policies can then be developed from the 
knowledge gained.  The second part of the study is a quasi-experiment designed to 
iv 
Inter-ethnic Attitudes of Children 
evaluate the impact of a short-term multicultural reading program on the inter-ethnic  
attitudes of the children.  Some 283 Chinese and Malay children from three ethnically 
integrated preschools participated in this part of the study. 
 
Consistent with literature, the results show that preschoolers in the sample demonstrate 
racial prejudice, albeit at moderate levels, with 58.4% of them showing at least some 
degree of ethnic in-group bias.  Preschoolers from both the Chinese ethnic majority and 
Malay ethnic minority groups show similar levels of ethnic in-group bias and similarly 
attributed positive traits mainly to their own ethnic groups.  They also hold similar 
negative ethnic group evaluations towards the minority Indians. In addition, children 
from the ethnically integrated preschools show lower levels of in-group bias, and are 
more open to having cross-ethnic best friends and playmates, compared with children 
from the ethnically segregated preschool environments.  This finding corroborates 
Allport’s contact theory that predicted contact under the optimal conditions of equal 
group status, common goals, inter-group cooperation and authority support, can lead to 
reduced levels of racial prejudice.  A short-term multicultural story reading 
intervention program to reduce racial prejudice was found to have no significant 
impact on inter-ethnic attitudes. 
 
It is heartening to note that the levels of prejudice seen in the present study are much 
lower than those found in similar studies conducted in the West.  Nevertheless, racial 
prejudice still exists, and social workers need to rise up to the challenge with 
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interventions to confront this threat to harmonious inter-ethnic relations and social 
cohesion at the practice, policy and research levels, starting with the very young.   
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Inter-ethnic prejudice and discrimination remains at present a major impediment to the 
enjoyment of personal rights and social justice, to the healthy social functioning of 
individuals, families, and communities, and to the establishment of socially cohesive 
and integrative societies (OHCHR, 2001).  Although research into the causes and 
prevention of racial prejudice has been ongoing since the 1930's, much of the work has 
been in the domains of psychology and sociology, with little contribution from the 
social work profession.  This is despite the definition of social work by the 
International Federation of Social Workers as "promoting social change, problem 
solving in human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to 
enhance well-being", and that the "principles of human rights and social justice are 
fundamental to social work" (IFSW, 2000).  Addressing the issue of racial prejudice 
and discrimination, examining its causes, and more importantly, intervening to reduce 
and prevent its occurrence so as to build a socially integrated, just and cohesive society 
is therefore within the ambit of the social work profession.  Social workers should play 






Inter-ethnic prejudice and discrimination, when left unchecked, has been identified as 
being among the root causes of inter-ethnic tensions, conflicts and violence (Bobo, 
1988).  In recent history, sectarian and ethnic conflicts have been on the rise (Crawford, 
1998), and posed one of the most significant threats to global peace in our world today 
(Gurr, 1993; Gurr & Harff, 1994; Ryan, 1995; Ter-Gabrielian, 1999; van den Berghe, 
1990).  And no corner of the earth has been spared from its clutches, with recent 
incidents of genocide and ethnic cleansing occurring in the Balkans, in Rwanda, in 
Darfur, and in Indonesia.  Racism and racial violence have also afflicted the advanced 
industrialized societies, as the rise of violence in Germany and the riots in Los Angeles 
demonstrated (Saideman, 2002).   
 
The terror attacks of September 11, 2001, in the USA, the bombings in Bali in October, 
2002, and the numerous other acts of terrorism perpetrated by Islamic radicals around 
the world, also unsettled the already tenuous state of inter-ethnic relations that existed 
within many countries, especially toward the Arab and Muslim populations.  This 
further exacerbated the existing inter-ethnic prejudices and discrimination between the 
various ethnic communities.  France, for example, has seen a surge in racist violence 
against Muslims and Jews (Stateman, 2004) following the terror attacks.   
 
Singapore has not been spared from the fallout of the terror attacks either. While there 
have not been any major racial incidents, the events of September 11th and the 
subsequent arrests of Islamic terrorists plotting acts of terror in Singapore cast a 
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spotlight of suspicion on the Malay-Muslim community. Ethnic and religious 
sensitivities were heightened and inter-ethnic relations between the Malay-Muslim 
community and the other ethnic communities were severely strained.  As a result, the 
fragile social fabric that holds the various ethnic communities together threatened to 
unravel.   
 
As the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and 
Related Intolerance urged, there is a need to adopt and implement measures and 
policies that will reduce and eliminate racial prejudice and discrimination on the one 
hand, and encourage the recognition, respect and maximization of the benefits of ethnic 
diversity on the other.  Only then will there be unhampered socio-economic 
development, and the establishment of a shared harmonious and productive future 
among the different peoples (OHCHR, 2001).   
 
Intervening with young children may prove to be among the most productive in efforts 
to reduce and eliminate racial prejudice in society. Research on racial prejudice among 
children have found that children as young as 3 - 4 years of age demonstrate ethnic and 
racial awareness, preference and prejudice (Aboud, 1988; Goodman, 1952; Katz, 1976).  
However, as their attitudes are still in the process of development (Allport, 1954; 
Kolhberg, 1976), the racial attitudes in children are amenable to change through a 
variety of intervention methods (Aboud & Doyle, 1996; Bigler, 1999; Katz & Zalk, 
1978; Williams & Morland, 1976), such as through the use of multicultural curricula 
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(Bigler, 1999), and promoting inter-ethnic contact (Emerson, Kimbro, & Yancey, 2002; 
Forbes, 1997; Hawley & Smylie, 1988; Lee & Welch, 1993).  In addition, the racial 
attitudes of children could be changed more easily than those of adults (Clark, 1963).   
More importantly, children’s racial attitudes and the effects of interventions to reduce 
prejudice and to enhance inter-ethnic relations have been found to extend into 
adulthood as well (Emerson et al., 2002; Rohan & Zanna, 1996; Towles-Schwen & 
Fazio, 2001; Wilson, 1963; Wood & Sonleitner, 1996).  Children therefore present us 
with a productive entry point in working towards the reduction and eventual 
elimination of racial prejudice and towards the enhancement of inter-ethnic relations 
within the greater society. 
 
While there has been much scholarship on race and children elsewhere, little is known 
about the racial attitudes of children in Singapore, or about the impact of inter-ethnic 
contact and the use of multicultural curricula on these attitudes.  This is particularly so 
for those at the preschool age.  This study, comprising two parts, aims to fill this gap in 
knowledge.  The first part of the study seeks to provide a better understanding of the 
local scene by exploring and describing the inter-ethnic attitudes of preschoolers in 
Singapore, and how these attitudes may be associated with the race of the child and 
with the ethnic composition of the preschool.  Appropriate intervention strategies and 
policies can then be developed from the knowledge gained.  The second part of the 
study examines the impact of a short-term story-reading intervention program on the 
inter-ethnic attitudes of the children.  As Glover and Smith argued, a key factor in 
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preventing the formation of prejudice is recognizing and understanding early racial 
attitudes in children (Glover & Smith, 1997).  In addition, more success in changing 
attitudes can be accomplished with young children whose attitudes and inter-group 
behaviors are less intransigent (Taylor & Katz, 1989).   
 
It would be helpful at this point to clarify references to the terms “race” and “ethnicity”.  
“Race” is a category based on physical and biological features, and refers to a group of 
people sharing the same physical characteristics, genetic origin, the combination of 
which to varying degrees distinguishes one sub-group of mankind from other 
sub-groups (Krogman, 1945).  “Ethnicity”, on the other hand, has been defined as a 
social construct.  It relates to a group of people sharing racial, cultural, linguistic, or 
religious heritage (Encarta, 2004; Rose, 1964; Yinger, 1976).  Official and public 
discourse in Singapore, however, does not make a distinction between “race” and 
“ethnicity”, and tend to use the terms interchangeably (Lai, 2004).  This will be the 








This section begins with an overview of the central role of race and racial attitudes in 
Singapore, as well as the relationship between racial attitudes and the proliferation of 
ethnic conflicts around the world.  What follows is a review of studies on children’s 
racial attitudes, theories of how racial prejudice may develop in children, and how 
these attitudes may be measured and intervened.  With the myriad of theories 
surrounding racial prejudice, it would benefit this study to adopt an eclectic approach 




Centrality of Race in Singapore 
 
Singapore is a heterogeneous country whose population is composed of a Chinese 
majority (76.8%), two significant minority groups of Malay (13.9%) and Indian (7.9%), 
and a residual 1.4% from the other ethnic backgrounds such as Europeans and 
Eurasians (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2002).  Its citizens are recent émigré or 
descendents of émigré who had settled here from different parts of the world in the last 
few generations. As a nation, it has less than 40 years of history in bonding individuals 
of different races and religions into one people - Singaporean.  It does this by adopting 
the 'salad bowl' approach in managing race relations, ethnically integrating its citizens 
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so that the different communities could live in harmony and relate to one another in a 
common space as equals, regardless of race, language or religion.  Each ethnic 
community is accorded full rights and privileges, and the space to pursue its unique 
distinctiveness within a pluralistic society.  Although Singapore is a multiracial and 
multi-religious society in its orientation, the functional and organizational role of race 
and ethnicity remains a salient factor for individuals, and for society as a whole 
(Clammer, 1998; Rahim, 1998; Tan, 2004; Vasil, 1995). 
 
While Singapore has come a long way in its social and community bonding efforts, 
building and maintaining social cohesion in an ethnically plural society, even in the 
best of times, is a difficult task (Lai, 2004).  There exist many threats to the 
maintenance and development of harmonious inter-ethnic relations. Race and religious 
tensions and riots have occurred on occasions in the past, continue to persist into the 
present, and have been sparked by even the most innocuous of triggers. For example, in 
1950, the custody battle of a 13 year old Dutch girl named Maria Hertogh, between her 
European biological mother and her Malay-Muslim foster mother, sparked a week of 
rioting and violence by Malay-Muslims against Europeans and Eurasians. The Maria 
Hertogh riots, as it was subsequently called, claimed 18 lives and was attributed to the 
then colonial government’s poor handling of religious sensitivities of the 





In July of 1964, agitations and provocations by Malay ultra-nationalist elements 
demanding special privileges for Malays culminated in almost two weeks of clashes 
between Malays and Chinese that left 22 dead and 460 injured. And in September of 
the same year, Indonesian provocateurs, exploiting the already tensed state of 
inter-ethnic relations, were able to use the death of a rickshaw driver to incite another 
round of riots between Chinese and Malays that claimed a further 12 lives, and 87 
injuries (Narayanan, 2004).  
 
The widening economic gap that is emerging in Singapore is also threatening to assume 
a class-race divide with an economically dominant Chinese population and a Malay 
(and also to a lesser extent an Indian) economic underclass (Lai, 2004) which could 
potentially fuel resentment between the races.  Sin (2002) further notes that inter-ethnic 
interaction across the ethnic groups has overwhelmingly been limited to superficial 
social changes, and that there is still inter-ethnic separation at the personal level, 
notwithstanding the encouragement of ethnic integration at the general level (Brown, 
1994; Clammer, 1998;  cited in Sin, 2002).  In addition, doubts among some about 
Malay-Muslim loyalty to Singapore due to historical and geopolitical complexities that 
is beyond the scope here, continues to impede social cohesion and integration (Tan, 
2004).   
 
The terror attacks of September 11th, 2001, on the United States, the Bali bombing in 
2002, and the arrests of members of the Jemaah Islamiyah terrorist cells operating in 
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Singapore in 2001 and 2002 have also significantly affected Singapore’s ethnic 
pluralism and its social cohesion (Lai, 2004), and threatened to unravel the fragile 
social fabric that held the nation together.  These events triggered unease and suspicion 
of Malay-Muslims’ loyalty and religiosity among non-Muslims, caused the 
Malay-Muslim community to feel unsettled and hurt (Lai, 2004), and heightened racial 
and religious sensitivities between the different communities.   
 
In her review of studies on the state of ethnic relations in Singapore, Lai (2004) noted 
that there was general agreement on the superficiality of cross-cultural knowledge and 
understanding, and the persistence of certain ethnically prejudicial social attitudes and 
perceptions at the ground level.  The social glue that presently holds the nation and its 
various races together is therefore fragile and tenuous, and needs to be protected and 
strengthened for social cohesion and integration to be maintained and further 
developed.  One of the prerequisites to achieving the social integration desired is the 
reduction of racial prejudice (Hawley & Smylie, 1988) as racism that flows from 
prejudice can morph into various forms of hatred, both subtle and overt (Thompson, 
Murry, Harris, & Annan, 2003), resulting in societal division and unrest. The issue of 
racial prejudice must therefore be addressed and overcome at this critical stage of the 
nation's development towards building a cohesive and ethnically integrated society. 
 
In a recent survey of the social attitudes of Singaporeans on race and religion 
conducted in early 2001, David Chan found that the survey results collectively 
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indicated an overall positive state of attitudes among Singaporeans on race and religion 
and that there was no contradiction between strong racial and religious group identity 
on the one hand and national identity on the other.  However, younger Singaporeans 
below 30 years of age were found to be slightly less satisfied with current racial and 
religious group relations.  Malays were also marginally less optimistic than other races 
about the state of future racial and religious group relations.  Chinese were also slightly 
less satisfied with current religious group relations.  Notwithstanding, Chan cautioned 
that the state of satisfaction with the current racial and religious group relations, as well 
as the optimism about the future of these relations, would likely be negatively impacted 
as a result of heightened racial and religious sensitivities due to the events of 
September 11 and thereafter (Chan, 2002). 
 
Among Singapore’s primary school children between the ages of 6 and 12 years, a team 
of researchers from the National Institute of Education found that there was a tendency 
for primary school children to group themselves by race, school level and gender in a 
variety of settings (Lee et al., 2002).  Tajfel and his associates found that when 
individuals were divided into groups, they tended to favor the in-group and 
discriminate against the out-group, even when there was no previous history of 
antipathy between the groups (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1986).  Lee et al.  
therefore raised the concern that the tendency towards same race groupings may 
escalate to stereotyping, discrimination and racial bullying, and that schools should be 
alert to the underlying motives for such tendencies and their possible consequences.  
10 
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Schools therefore need to intervene early to encourage greater inter-ethnic interactions 
(Lee et al., 2002). 
 
Race awareness and prejudice have also been observed among preschool children in 
Singapore.  In the only known study on the racial attitudes of preschool children in 
Singapore, Gloria Chin found in her study of 168 preschool children that 86.9% of her 
sample of 4 year olds had moderate to high levels of racial awareness, and that 88.1% 
were racially prejudiced.  In addition, she found that ethnic integration of the preschool 
was not associated with reduced levels of prejudice in the children (Chin, 1993).   
 
In view of the current environment of heightened racial and religious sensitivities in 
Singapore, the government has embarked on a slew of measures to enhance inter-ethnic 
and religious understanding and harmony among its people.  Examples are the setting 
up of the Inter-Racial Confidence Circles and Harmony Circles where members of the 
different races and religions could come together at the local grassroots levels to learn 
and appreciate more about each others’ culture, faith, and way of life through dialogues, 
visits to religious sites and each other homes, etc.  These efforts also provided a 
platform for sensitive religious and racial issues to be discussed in a non-threatening 
and consultative environment. It is hoped that these initiatives will result in greater 
confidence, understanding and harmony among members of the various races and 




There is also the Religious Harmony Bill to prevent the exploitation of racial/religious 
tensions, and the ethnic integration policy on housing that imposes a racial quota on 
public housing to prevent the development of ethnic enclaves and to ensure that 
national racial distribution is reflected at the local residential precinct level as well.  In 
addition, Primary and Secondary schools have also implemented the racial harmony 
day where students will showcase the uniqueness of their respective cultures to one 
another with the aim of generating a better understanding and appreciation of the ethnic 
plurality in Singapore, and to reduce racial stereotyping and prejudice among the 
children. 
 
However, we do not yet know the efficacy of these measures on promoting social and 
community integration and bonding, and its impact on our overall nation building 
efforts.  In fact, Lai (2004) commented that such short term measures are insufficient to 
bring about a deeper and more complex understanding, respect, trust and reciprocity 
among the ethnic groups.  In addition, the measures are targeted mainly at the middle 
childhood to adult populations, with little emphasis on the very young.  It appears that 
there is a gap in the intervention efforts, with preschool children being left out and 
falling through the cracks.  Taylor and Katz commented that more success in changing 
attitudes can be accomplished with young children whose attitudes and inter-group 
behaviors are less intransigent (Taylor & Katz, 1989) than with adults.  With the first 
six years of life being an important period for the development of all social attitudes, 
including inter-ethnic prejudice (Allport, 1954), it is critical that the focus of 
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intervention programs to reduce inter-ethnic prejudice and to enhance social 
integration and cohesion be extended to preschoolers as well.  
 
 
Ethnic Attitudes and Conflict 
 
Ethnic conflict poses one of the most significant threats to global peace in our world 
today (Gurr, 1993; Gurr & Harff, 1994; Ryan, 1995; Ter-Gabrielian, 1999; van den 
Berghe, 1990) and has replaced ideological competition as the main source of strife 
within and between nation-states (Saideman, 2002).  While war between states seem to 
be on the decline since the end of the cold war, sectarian and ethnic conflicts within 
states is on the rise (Crawford, 1998).   
 
In the last two decades, more than thirty violent conflicts have occurred throughout the 
globe, most of these being ethnic or sectarian in nature (Crawford, 1998).  In Africa, 
between 100,000 and 500,000 Rwandans died in the conflict between Hutus and Tutsis 
in 1994 (Gibbs, 1994).  And this year, some 15,000 to 30,000 lives were lost in the 
conflict between the black Sudanese and the Arab populations in Darfur, Sudan, with 
another 1.2 million people being made homeless (CNN, 2004).   In Europe, it is 
estimated that there were over 200,000 deaths in the conflict between Croats, Serbs and 
Albanians in the former Yugoslavia (Crawford, 1998).  And in Asia, hundreds of 
Madurese settlers were beheaded or hacked to death by Dayak natives on the 
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Indonesian half of Borneo (Cooney, 2001).  While in Malaysia, clashes between 
Malays and Indians in a suburb of Kuala Lumpur claimed six lives and injured more 
than 40 (France-Presse, 2001; Seneviratne, 2001). 
 
Ethnic unrest, tensions and prejudice are not limited to the less developed countries; 
advanced industrialized states are not spared either.   For example, in Los Angeles, 
U.S.A., riots sparked by the acquittal of the white police officers involved in the 
beating of a black motorist claimed 53 lives, injured 2,383, and damaged over a billion 
dollars worth of property (Enterprise, 1992; Moore, Lynch, Sward, & Chroni, 1992). 
And in France, there has been a surge in racist acts and anti-Semitic attacks against the 
Jews by French Muslims in recent years (Stateman, 2004). 
 
While ethnic conflicts have  wide-ranging causes, many are due to gross violations of 
human rights arising from racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance, and from lack of democratic, inclusive and participatory governance 
(OHCHR, 2001).  To overcome the scourge of inter-ethnic friction, unrest and conflict, 
we need to strive towards building socially cohesive and ethnically integrated societies. 
 
Social cohesion implies the definition of a society as inclusive and founded upon a 
sense of communality and responsibility of its members towards each other.  One of the 
main processes to promote cohesion is the activation of interactions based on trust and 
reciprocity between members in a society (Helly, 2003).  Participation and trust in a 
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wide range of civic institutions and associations are the building blocks of social capital 
(Putnam, 2001).  And large stocks of social capital can lead to socially cohesive 
societies (Duhaime, Searles, Usher, Myers, & Frechette, 2004; Kawachi & Berkman, 
2000). 
 
Ethnic integration, defined as inter-ethnic interaction that involves social processes that 
facilitate both intra-group integrity and inter-group relations (Pettigrew, 1988), occurs 
when positive inter-ethnic relations are valued and sought, and when cultural identity 
and customs of the various communities are retained (Berry, 1984).  One of the 
prerequisites to ethnic integration is the reduction of racial prejudice (Hawley & 
Smylie, 1988), as racial attitudes and prejudice can feed into inter-group relations and 
conflicts (Bobo, 1988).  And the best way to bring about a racially integrated society, 




Children and Race 
 
Children's attitudes towards race have been examined by social scientists since the 
1930s.  Research has focused on how children form racial identities and situations 
where race has meaning for children (Clark & Clark, 1939; Spencer, Brookins, & Allen, 
1985), create in-group racial and ethnic orientations (Aboud, 1977; Cross, 1987), form 
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attitudes towards others (Williams & Morland, 1976), and use race in the selection of 
friends (Fishbein & Imai, 1993; Schofield & Francis, 1982). 
 
Racial identification and group orientations are clearly salient issues for children 
(Ramsey, 1987; VanAusdale & Feagin, 1996).  In addition, children as young as 3 - 4 
years of age demonstrate ethnic and racial awareness and preference (Goodman, 1952; 
Katz, 1976), with finer discriminative and conceptual skills developing thereafter 
(Aboud, 1988).  In their interactions with one another, young children involve clear and 
often sophisticated understandings of racial and ethnic concepts and meanings 
(VanAusdale & Feagin, 1996).  Frances Aboud, in reviewing 20 years of research 
literature, concluded that prejudice seen in children has remained constant, contrary to 
recent reductions seen in adult prejudice.  It is no wonder that Giles and Hewstone 
lamented "one of the most depressing aspects of prejudice is the early age at which it 
rears it ugly head" (Giles & Hewstone, 1988). 
 
Studies conducted in western countries have largely found children under the age of 
seven, regardless of ethnicity, to be generally pro-White in their racial attitudes (Aboud, 
1988; Clark, 1963; Clark & Clark, 1947; Forbes, 1997; Glover & Smith, 1997; 
Williams & Morland, 1976).   This has been found for Black children from the 
Northern and Southern U.S. (Clark & Clark, 1947; Morland, 1962; Radhe & Trager, 
1950; Stevenson & Stewart, 1958), and from integrated and segregated areas 
(Goodman, 1968; Porter, 1971; Stevenson & Stewart, 1958).  This has also been found 
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for White children (Aboud, 1977; Porter, 1971; Williams, Best, & Boswell, 1975).   
Milner’s studies with West Indian and Asian children in Britain also found high levels 
of out-group preferences, with over 65% of these children consistently attributing good 
characteristics to Whites and bad ones to their own-group figures (Miller, 1973; Milner, 
1971, 1983).  Cramer and Anderson (2003), in their study of 411 children from Jamaica 
and New England,  similarly found overall White favoritism in the children.  A study in 
South Africa also found Black South African children aged six to eight years old to 
show a slight tendency to out-group favoritism towards the Whites (Kelly & Duckitt, 
1995).   
 
Most studies have found an out-group favoritism among Black children.  A few studies 
however, have found Black children to be non-biased or slightly in-group biased in 
their attitudes (Branch & Newcombe, 1980; Goldstein, Koopman, & Goldstein, 1979; 
Williams & Morland, 1976).  Nevertheless, Aboud (1988) reflected that the pattern of 
in-group attachment and out-group rejection is typically not found among young 
Blacks.  On the Preschool Racial Attitude Measure (PRAM), attitudes were not 
strongly pro-Black until they were 8 years and older.    
 
As for Asian children, Aboud (1988) notes that their attitudes are not well documented 
in research literature. Nevertheless, her review of studies found Asians in the West to 
be either mixed or pro-White in their attitudes  and rejecting towards Blacks (Aboud, 
1977, 1988; Davey, 1983).   
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Definition of Prejudice 
 
Many definitions for prejudice have been proffered over the years.  Allport (1954), for 
example, defines ethnic prejudice as an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible 
generalization that may be felt or expressed, that is directed towards a group as a whole, 
or toward an individual as a member of that group.   
 
In Aboud’s (1988) definition, prejudice is a unified, stable, and consistent tendency to 
respond in a negative way towards members of a particular group solely on the basis of 
their ethnic affiliation.  Three components must be present for there to be prejudice. 
First, there must be an unfavorable evaluation of a person.  This could take the form of 
disliking a person or group of persons, or describing them in negative terms such as bad, 
ugly, mean or dirty. Another component would be that the evaluation is elicited by the 
person’s ethnic group membership, and not by the individual’s unique, personal 
qualities. The third component of a prejudice attitude is the organized predisposition, 
or tendency, to react negatively that is stable over time and context.  
 
While ethnic prejudice has taken on primarily negative connotations (Ponterotto, 1991), 
prejudice can also hold a positive tone (Allport, 1979; Ponterotto & Pedersen, 1993).  
According to Allport (1979), prejudice can, in addition to using a unipolar negative 
component, incorporate a bipolar (negative and positive) component, as in feeling 
either favorably or unfavorably toward a person or group that is prior to, or not based 
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on actual experience.   
 
Synthesizing Allport’s and Aboud’s definitions, the working definition of ethnic 
prejudice for this study is that prejudice is a unified, stable and consistent attitude and 
tendency to respond in either a positive or negative way towards members of a 
particular group solely on the basis of their ethnic membership.  It is also used 
synonymously with “bias” (Bobo, 1988; Ehrlich, 1973), and interchangeably with 
“ethnocentrism” which refers to a tendency to glorify the in-group while denigrating 
out-groups.  Operationally the terms “ethnocentrism” and “ethnic prejudice” are the 
same  (Bethlehem, 1985).   
 
 
Theories of Racial Prejudice in Children  
 
Just as there are many different definitions for prejudice, the theories attempting to 
explain prejudice have been as numerous.  It is therefore worthwhile to consider 
Gordon Allport's admonition, as cited by Elisabeth Young-Bruehl, that it is a serious 
error to ascribe prejudice and discrimination to any single taproot, reaching into 
economic exploitation, social structure, the mores, fear, aggression, sex conflict, or any 
other favored soil.  Prejudice and discrimination, as we shall see, draw nourishment 
from all these conditions, and many others (Young-Bruehl, 1996).  Prejudice takes on 
many forms, and develops from, and is sustained by, many sources. 
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Broadly, the theories could be grouped into the psychodynamic, social reflection, and 
cognitive perspectives.  These theories focus on different phenomena rather than on 
providing competing explanations for the same events.  Hence, as Aboud (1988) notes, 
it is not yet possible to say definitely that one theory is the right explanation, given the 
complexities involved.  To effectively address the issue of racial prejudice, we need to 
be eclectic in both our explanations and our interventions. 
 
 
Psychodynamic Theories of Prejudice 
 
Psychodynamic theories of prejudice are theories that analyze prejudice as an 
outgrowth of motivational tensions within the individual (Taylor, Peplau, & Sears, 
1994), and as a result of authoritarian child-rearing practices of parents (Aboud, 1988). 
One prominent psychodynamic explanation of prejudice is the Authoritarian 
Personality Theory espoused by Adorno and his associates  who conceived prejudice as 
a personality condition or disorder (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 
1950).  Individuals with the authoritarian personality syndrome have inadequate 'egos' 
which depend on defense mechanisms such as the projection of the anger they feel as a 
result of their parents authoritarian child-rearing styles towards out-groups rather than 
toward their harsh, punitive parents.  These individuals are also characterized by an 
exaggerated submission to authority, hostility, and mysticism, and a generalized urge 
to destruction.  However, this early work was severely criticized for theoretical, 
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conceptual and methodological deficiencies. 
 
Addressing these flaws, Altemeyer narrowed the conceptualization of authoritarianism 
into right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) with three primary attitudinal factors: (a) 
conventionalism, a belief in the social conventions seemingly endorsed by society and 
authorities (b) authoritarian aggression, a belief in aggression toward social deviants, 
and (c) authoritarian submissiveness, a belief in submission to authorities within 
society.  He further hypothesized that RWA takes form as an outgrowth of limited 
social experiences, lacking contact with individuals from the out-group, and being 
exposed to the conception of the world as a violent, dangerous place.  High RWA 
individuals also report more a personal need for structure, less attributional complexity, 
and a lesser need for cognition (Altemeyer, 1981, 1998).  In addition, they tend to be 
unaware of the fact that they hold more prejudiced attitudes than others, and Sheri Levy 
suggests that this lack of awareness could be an avenue for prejudice reduction (Levy, 
1999). 
 
Among the strengths of the psychodynamic theories is that it accounts for individual 
differences in the levels of prejudice, and the relative stability of these prejudicial 
attitudes in individuals.  However, they fail to explain why certain groups are targeted 
for derogation and not others.  They also fail to account for the uniformly high 
prejudice among young children as observed by researchers (Aboud, 1988; Williams & 
Morland, 1976).  In addition, the relationship between parental authoritarianism and 
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children's prejudice have not been firmly established, with some studies finding no 
relationships at all (Aboud, 1988; Chin, 1993). 
 
 
Social Reflection Theory of Prejudice 
 
Back in the 1950's, Kenneth Clark remarked that social scientists are convinced that 
children learn social, racial and religious prejudices in the course of observing, and 
being influenced by, the existence of patterns in the culture in which they live (Clark, 
1963).  Prejudice, hence, is acquired from parents, peers, the media and societal mores, 
and not innate as espoused by the psychodynamic theorists. It is a reflection of the 
differential values attached to different groups in a stratified society, and of the social 
structures supporting the relative power and status held by those groups (Aboud, 1988). 
 
Many mechanisms have been advanced to explain how children might acquire racial 
attitudes from their parents and peers.  One is that children receive direct training in 
attitudes, or more likely, simply observe and imitate racial labels and their associated 
emotions (Aboud & Doyle, 1996).  While direct training of prejudice is rare, children 
frequently adopt the attitudes corresponding to the social structure as perceived by their 
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Peers may also be another influence on the racial attitudes of children as friends are 
potentially important socializing agents.  Friends are not only selected because they 
hold similar attitudes, but also because they could influence each other during the 
relationship to adopt similar categories of social perception (Deutsch & Mackesy, 
1985), and to change their racial attitudes (Aboud, 1989; Schofield, 1982), so that they 
become more similar over time (Kendel, 1978).  Aboud and Doyle (1996b), however, 
found the relation between friends' racial attitudes to be weak. 
 
Literature on the extent to which research supports the claim that parental attitudes are 
influential has been described as mixed (Aboud & Doyle, 1996).  While some studies 
have found modest correlations between the ethnocentrism of parents and that of their 
children (Carlson & Iovini, 1985; Mosher & Scodel, 1960; Rohan & Zanna, 1996), 
others found no significant relationships (Aboud & Doyle, 1996; Davey, 1983; Katz, 
1976). 
 
While parental prejudice may not directly influence the racial attitudes of their children, 
parental prejudice has nonetheless been found to be significantly associated with less 
frequent interactions with Blacks at the early school years among White subjects 
(Towles-Schwen & Fazio, 2001), and mothers' level of differentiation in attributing 





Overall, the lack of strong, consistent relation between the racial attitudes of children 
and their parents or peers suggests that socializing agents are not the sole source of 
racial attitudes or prejudice.  Their influence may be specific to only certain 
components of attitude and may depend on how explicitly parents and friends present 
their views (Aboud & Doyle, 1996).  
 
Another weakness of the social reflection theory is in its inability to explain individual 
differences in the level of prejudice, and the developmental changes in prejudice as the 
child grows.  If people are merely a product of their social milieu, and prejudice is a 
reflection of the values and social structures in society, then everyone in a given society 
should have the same level and type of prejudice. And unless the social structures have 
changed over time, the level of prejudice should remain stable over time. After all, 
people are all reflecting the same values and social structures in that society. However, 
the facts are that some people are more prejudiced than others within any given society, 
and the level of prejudice do change as the child grows older (Aboud, 1988). 
 
Notwithstanding these weaknesses, the strengths of the social reflection theory are in 
its explanation of why certain ethnic groups are derogated more than others – because 
these groups are the lowest in status and power in society. The theory is also able to 
explain the pervasiveness and persistence of prejudice across generations (Aboud, 
1988).   
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Cognitive Theories of Prejudice 
 
According to the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986), people have a 
tendency to categorize others into in-groups and out-groups.  In addition, one's self 
concept is closely linked to membership in the in-group, and one's self-esteem is 
dependent how the in-group is evaluated vis-à-vis other groups.  According to this 
theory, group members compare their groups with others in ways that reflect positively 
on themselves.  Numerous studies have found that the mere fact of categorizing people 
into in-groups and out-groups can produce discrimination, with in-group favoritism 
(Tajfel, 1978; Taylor et al., 1994).  Moreover, the need to compare one's group more 
positively than others has also been found to be associated with higher levels of racial 
prejudice (Nesdale, 2000).  
 
Research has also documented age-related changes in children's social attitudes, 
showing a developmental decline in prejudice from early to middle childhood (Doyle 
& Aboud, 1995; Katz & Zalk, 1978), with the acquisition of cognitive skills such as the 
ability to classify others on multiple dimensions, the ability to take on differing 
perspective, the ability to perceive similarities between different groups, and the ability 
to perceive differences within the same group (Aboud, 1988; Doyle & Aboud, 1995; 
Levy, 1999; Zimmerman & Levy, 2000). 
 
Aboud (1988), in her social-cognitive developmental theory, proposes that children's 
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prejudices initially have an affective basis, but are soon moderated by cognitive 
processes.  According to her, children who are aware of internal extrinsic attributes, 
who have flexible ethnic cognitions, and who understand constancy of ethnicity tend to 
be less prejudiced.  Levy (1999) further postulates that prejudice is not only moderated 
by the acquisition and possession of such cognitive skills, it is also dependent upon the 
differential use of these skills over time, with more proficient users showing lower 
levels of racial prejudice.   
 
 
Measurement of Prejudice in Children 
 
A review of literature showed that prejudice in children is typically assessed with one 
of three types of tests, all of which require the children to evaluate members of their 
own with those from other ethnic groups (Aboud, 1988).  The earliest known test is the 
forced-choice doll method developed by Clark and Clark (Clark & Clark, 1947) for use 
with Black American children in the 1930s and 1940s.   This test included seven 
questions in all, four of which measured attitudes.  The children were shown two dolls 
that were identical in all aspects other than the colour to represent the different races, 
e.g.  a black doll and white doll to represent Blacks and Whites respectively.  They 
were then asked to choose one doll in response to each question: Which would you 
choose to play with? Which is the good doll? Which looks bad? Which has the nice 
colour?  
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As the questions were so simple and straightforward, and because the test was easy to 
administer, Aboud (1988) notes that the Doll Technique has been used by hundreds of 
research studies, and with children from many ethnic groups (Crooks, 1970).  However, 
the test has a significant limitation in that the forced-choice nature of the test, requiring 
the children to choose between one of the two dolls, fails to capture the intensity of the 
racial prejudice.  For example, one child may rate X at 10 and Y at 1 on a 10-point 
badness scale, while another may rate X at 3 and Y at 2.  Both will choose X in 
response to the question on which doll looks bad even though the intensity of their 
negative attitude would be meaningfully different (Aboud, 1988). 
 
To overcome some of the limitations of the Doll Technique, multiple-item tests such as 
the Preschool Racial Attitude Measure (PRAM) (Williams et al., 1975), PRAM II 
(Williams, Best, Boswell, Mattson, & Graves, 1975), the Ethnic Preference Scale 
(Westphal, 1977), and the Katz-Zalk Projective Prejudice Test (Katz & Zalk, 1978) 
were developed.  The PRAM II presents the child with 24 racial items and 12 gender 
items that describes either a positive or negative quality, and asked to assign these 
qualities to either the Black or White person depicted on a picture.  For example, the 
child is shown a picture with a Black and a White girl, and asked to respond to the 
following item: “Here are two girls.  One of them is an ugly girl.  People do not like to 
look at her.  Which is the ugly girl?” The intensity of a child’s positive and negative 
attitude is determined by summing the number of pro-White and anti-Black choices 
made, and vice-versa.   
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The strength of these multiple-item tests is that they demonstrate generalization of 
evaluation as well as stability over time due to the aggregation of many evaluative 
adjectives across many different contexts (Aboud, 1988).  However, because of their 
forced-choice nature, rejection of one group is confounded by the acceptance of the 
other (Aboud, 1987; Cameron, Alvarez, Ruble, & Fuligni, 2001).  When children are 
not forced to assign the descriptions to either one of the two choices, but were allowed 
to assign the descriptions to both, they do so more frequently with age (Davey, 1983; 
Doyle, Beaudet, & Aboud, 1988).  Kowalski (2003) found that when children are not 
presented with a forced-choice, they evaluate the out-group positively as well.  This 
indicates that own-group preference relative to racial and ethnic out-groups does not 
necessarily equate to out-group rejection. 
 
The third type of test uses continuous rating scales for responses along a 
positive-negative dimension rather than a simple two response alternative.  For 
example, the Social Distance Scale developed by Verna (1981) requires children to 
mark on a piece of paper how close they would want to sit to each of several own and 
other group members drawn on one side of that paper.  In another study, Aboud & 
Mitchell (1977) asked children to place photos of peers from different ethnic groups on 
a 60cm liking board, closer to themselves for those they liked, and further away for 
those they disliked. The strength of these measures lies in the fact that the various 
ethnic groups can be evaluated independently without confounding acceptance with 
rejection.  The intensity of the attitudes held by the children is also captured with these 
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measures.  However, these measures lack stability over time and are difficult to 
standardize.  In addition, it may not be suitable for use with younger children as the 
cognitive requirement may be beyond their developmental stage. 
 
 
The Contact Theory of Ethnic Relations 
 
One of the most prominent theories in the field of ethnic relations is Allport’s (1954) 
Contact Theory (Brewer, 1997; Cook, 1985; Hewstone, 1996; Hewstone & Brown, 
1986; Hill & Augoustinos, 2001).  This theory proposes that contact between 
prejudiced individuals and the objects of their negative attitudes will reduce the 
erroneous perceptions thought to be responsible for the prejudice, increase positive 
attitudes, and will elicit behavioral change (Taylor & Katz, 1989). 
 
These effects of contact will only be seen when certain necessary optimal conditions 
are present.  These conditions include contact where the persons or groups have equal 
status, are cooperating towards common goals rather than competing against the other, 
where the interactions enjoy the support of relevant authorities, and where the contact 
is sustained and one-to-one as opposed to a brief, transient duration (Allport, 1954; 




The effects of contact between persons of different groups have been tested in a variety 
of settings that include schools and colleges, the workplace, public areas, housing and 
community affairs. The general conclusion of these studies is that equal-status, 
non-competitive contact erodes racial stereotypes and contributes to the moderation in 
racial prejudice (Pettigrew, 1998; Wood & Sonleitner, 1996).  More favorable racial 
attitudes and friendlier race relations can also develop when there is contact under the 
optimal conditions (Cook, 1988), as these contact situations provide opportunities 
whereby friendly contacts and accurate social perceptions can be cultivated (Forbes, 
1997). However, these positive findings have mainly been found in 
laboratory-controlled conditions rather than in field studies (Taylor & Katz, 1989). 
 
The desegregation of American education from the 1954 onwards is perhaps the most 
significant social experiment involving the contact theory in a naturalistic setting, 
providing researchers with many opportunities to test its validity and applicability.  
While findings on the effects of desegregation have mainly been disappointing (Forbes, 
1997; Gerard, 1988; Taylor & Katz, 1989), there is nevertheless clear evidence from 
literature that school desegregation promotes the racial integration of the society 
(Hawley & Smylie, 1988). Children who have attended ethnically integrated school 
tend to have more friends who are of another race, and to attend and graduate from 
multiracial colleges and universities (Braddock, 1980; Braddock, Crain, & McPartland, 
1984; Braddock & McPartland, 1982; McPartland & Braddock, 1981).  Weinberg in 
his review of 85 studies of schools that had become desegregated, also concluded with 
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high confidence that interracial interaction usually leads to the development of positive 
racial attitudes (Weinberg, 1977). 
 
On the other hand, contact could also lead to an increased level of ethnic consciousness 
and heightened inter-group hostility and prejudice, especially when the key conditions 
for optimal contact are absent (Amir, 1969, 1976; Forbes, 1997; Ford, 1986; Pettigrew, 
1998).  For example, Brooks reported that the poorly arranged entry of black workers 
into London’s public transportation system led to hostility by white workers (Brooks, 
1975). Moody also found that concentrating minorities in large schools may actually 
accentuate friendship segregation rather than foster cross-ethnic friendships (Moody, 
2001).   
 
While the contact theory is helpful in providing an insight into how racial prejudice 
could be moderated, one of the greatest criticisms against the theory is in the vagueness 
of the seemingly inexhaustive laundry list of conditions needed for optimal contact 
(Eller & Abrams, 2003). Moreover, it is extremely difficult, particularly in real life 
situations, to fulfill the necessary conditions required for positive outcomes (Taylor & 
Katz, 1989).  And even when the optimal conditions are present, some studies have 




Nevertheless, Allport’s contact theory remains one of the most elegant and productive 
theories of inter-ethnic relations there is, simple in its explanation and applicable across 
a multitude of contexts and situations.  It has also stood the test of time.   
 
 
Prejudice Intervention with Young Children in Schools 
 
In the last few decades, there have been many strategies and approaches that had been 
implemented in an attempt to reduce inter-ethnic prejudice among children in the 
school setting.  One of the most common intervention strategies is the use of 
multicultural curricula and materials for lessons that highlight the contributions of 
different racial, ethnic, religious, and other social groups (Bigler, 1999).  These 
materials typically include stories, textbooks, art, music, and audiovisual materials.  
There is a wide range of specific strategies for integrating multicultural and ethnic 
materials into the curriculum in efforts to reduce racial prejudice and improve race 
relations in children (Stephan, 1999), and these could be categorized into four main 
approaches, viz., the additive, counter-stereotypic, transformative, and anti-racist 
approaches (Bigler, 1999). 
 
Under the additive approach, the standard, traditional curriculum are minimally 
modified with the addition of multicultural heroes, holidays, concepts, themes and 
other elements via books, videotapes, songs, etc. Closely related to the additive 
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approach is the counter-stereotypic approach whereby there is an explicit focus on 
providing counter-stereotypic information about groups via the multicultural 
curriculum materials.  In contrast, the transformative approach involves extensive 
changes to the structure and goals of curricula with the aim of promoting learning and 
appreciation of multiple cultures.  Finally, in the anti-racist approach, children are 
encouraged to recognize and confront racism through the inclusion of explicit lessons 
on stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination within the curriculum-based 
interventions (Banks, 1995; Bigler, 1999).     
 
Studies on the effectiveness of interventions using multicultural curricula have been 
mixed so far.  Patricia Walker, in her study where kindergarten children were exposed 
to stories which portrayed Afro-Americans in a favorable manner or interacting with 
Euro-American children over a 6-week period, concluded that hearing stories 
portraying the various races in a favorable manner was not, by itself, sufficient to 
modify the racial attitudes of preschoolers (Walker, 1971).  J. E. Williams and Morland 
(1976), in their review of four well-designed and executed intervention studies using 
special curricula found that only one had produced attitudinal change.  In addition, they 
were not able to pinpoint the critical difference between the successful and the 
unsuccessful experiments.  They therefore concluded  that it is very difficult to achieve 
attitude modification via classroom curriculum procedures  (Williams & Morland, 
1976).  Bigler, in her review of multicultural curricula research, also argued that 
previous attempts to reduce children’s racial and ethnic stereotyping using 
33 
Vernon Loke 
multicultural programs have been relatively ineffective and that the lack of success is 
due to a lack of sophistication and breadth in the theoretical models and empirical 
research on which the intervention strategies were based (Bigler, 1999).  To increase its 
effectiveness, Bigler recommended that interventions combine strategies based on 
several different theoretical foundations, such as the exposure to counter-stereotypic 
models, training to attend to multiple features of these symbolic models, and practice in 
detecting between-group similarities and within-group differences (Bigler, 1999). 
  
Others, however, have found the use of multicultural curricula and materials to be 
effective in reducing racial prejudice.  Raymond Westphal, for example, found that the 
2-year interethnic preschool curriculum introduced in the Cupertino Union school 
district had positive effects in changing attitudes and reducing inter-ethnic prejudice 
among children, with the first-grade subjects who had undergone the intervention in his 
study showing lower levels of prejudice than those in the control group (Westphal, 
1977).   Litcher and Johnson (1969) also found significantly more favorable attitudes 
among those second-grade, white, Midwestern children who had used multiethnic 
readers that contained interracial stories and pictures, than among children who had 
used readers that had all white characters.  Positive effects have also been noted in 
short-term interventions as well.  For example, Katz and Zalk found that children who 
had undergone a short intense but brief 15-minute story program using multicultural 
materials reported reduced prejudicial attitudes and behaviors (Katz & Zalk, 1978).   
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Interventions that encourage the processing of internal attributes of people rather than 
their race and to decategorize people have also been found to reduce prejudice in 
children.  For example, an intervention program among fourth-graders found that 
children who had undergone a short lesson where they were taught to decategorize their 
perceptions of people, were able to see more self-other similarities and differences, and 
had reduced biased categorizations and prejudice (Jones & Foley, 2003).  Aboud and 
Fenwick also reported reduced prejudice among children who had undergone an 
11-week classroom program designed to encourage the processing of internal attributes 
of people rather than their race (Aboud & Fenwick, 1999).  In addition, the very act of 
talking explicitly about race, either formally or informally, has also been found to 
reduce racial prejudice and foster tolerance in children (Aboud & Doyle, 1996; Aboud 
& Fenwick, 1999). 
 
 
Conceptual Framework of the Study 
 
As mentioned earlier, there is a myriad of theories explaining the development of racial 
prejudice, and a host of intervention strategies to reduce and prevent its development.  
To effectively address the issue of racial prejudice, we need to be eclectic in both our 
explanations and our interventions.  Nevertheless, this study will draw mainly on the 
cognitive basis of prejudice in understanding the development and intervention of 
prejudice among children as it allows us to confine our focus and intervention to within 
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a school environment.  Allport’s (1954) contact theory and the use of multicultural 
curricula, both of which are based to some extent on the cognitive theories of prejudice, 
will provide the conceptual framework for this study.  Prejudice, it is posited, could be 
moderated through the promotion of inter-ethnic contact and the use of multicultural 
curricula within the preschool setting.  The conceptual model is presented in figure 1.1 
below.   
Ethnic In-Group Bias 
Openness to having 
Inter-ethnic Friendships 
 
Figure 1.1: Conceptual Framework for Study 
 
Specifically, this study asks the following questions: What are the inter-ethnic attitudes 
of the young children?  To what extent are they prejudiced, if at all?  Does inter-ethnic 
contact within the preschool impact on these attitudes?  In addition, can the use of 
multicultural materials reduce the incidence of racial prejudice in the children?  This 
study aims to fill this gap in research and contribute towards the base of local 
knowledge by providing a baseline for future studies, and hopefully also provides the 
impetus for the social work profession to be more actively involved in working to 
reduce and prevent racial prejudice among young children in Singapore.   
Inter-ethnic Contact 
Use of Multicultural 
Curricula and Materials 













Williams and Morland (1976), in their review of literature on research of children’s 
responses to racial stimuli, identified seven main research constructs, viz., racial 
attitudes, racial acceptance, racial preference, racial self-preference, perceived racial 
similarity, racial classification, and racial self-classification. Adopted and adapted 
from them for this study would be the constructs of inter-ethnic attitudes, ethnic 
preference and ethnic self-preference, which represent different dimensions of ethnic 
prejudice as defined earlier. 
 
 
Inter-Ethnic Attitudes  
 
Inter-ethnic attitudes refer to the assessment of children’s evaluative responses toward 
members of the various ethnic groups. In this study, this is captured by placing a 
picture of children from the different ethnic groups, and asking the respondents to 
choose the child that is “good” or “bad”, and so on.  This construct is measured by the 
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variables “ethnic in-group bias” and “ethnic group evaluation” using the Asian 
Preschool Ethnic Attitude Measure (APEAM) instrument.  The ethnic in-group bias 
variable measures the extent to which the respondents are biased towards their ethnic 
in-group vis-à-vis the ethnic out-group, whereas the ethnic group evaluation variable 
specifies the ethnic group that is the object of respondents’ positive and negative 





The ethnic preference construct assesses the ethnic group that respondents prefer when 
presented with a choice, vis-à-vis the others.  It is measured by the variables “preferred 
best friend” and “preferred playmate”.  Respondents were presented with a picture of 
three children from the various ethnic groups, and were asked to indicate the one they 





This construct and variable captures the ethnic group that the respondent would rather 
be when given a choice. This is done by presenting respondents with a picture of three 
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children from the various ethnic groups and asking them who they would like to be, if 





This variable measures the level of inter-ethnic contact that the preschool provides, 
proxied by the ethnic composition of the preschools.  The levels for this variable are 
ethnically segregated (Chinese) whereby the students of the preschool are 
predominantly Chinese in ethnicity, ethnically segregated (Malay) where the students 
are predominantly Malay, and ethnically integrated where there is a fair mix of students 
from the different races enrolled in the preschool. 
 
 
The Intervention Program 
 
The intervention program adopted for this study could be broadly classified as being a 
hybrid of the ‘additive’ (Banks, 1995) and ‘counter-stereotypic’ (Bigler, 1999) 
approaches as multicultural materials were added on to the existing story-reading 
program at the three ethnically integrated PCF preschools, with a particular emphasis 
on providing counter-stereotypic information about the various ethnic groups.  
Children in both the intervention and comparison groups were read a series of five 
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character building children’s books by different authors, over five days as part of their 
regular curriculum.  Each book focused on a particular value.  The values covered were 
kindness (Moncure, 1980), sharing (Riehecky, 1988), helping (Buerger & Davis, 1984), 
self-control (Gambill, 1982) and caring (Moncure, 1980).  However for the 
intervention group, the teachers emphasized to the children that these attributes can 
develop equally in Chinese, Malay, Indian and Eurasian children, and that race is not a 
factor in the attributes.  Examples of persons from the different races possessing the 
attributes of interest were also presented to the intervention group children.  No such 
emphasis was given to the comparison group.  This strategy is consistent with Bigler’s 
(1999) recommendations for combining different approaches in developing effective 
multicultural curriculum interventions.  The theoretical basis for the intervention is that 
the prejudice seen in the children arose from a focus on external racial attributes such as 
skin color rather than on internal characteristics, and from inaccurate perceptions.  The 
intervention program aims to correct these by helping the children to focus on internal 
attributes rather than on external characteristics.  And by providing counter-stereotypic 





There are two parts to this study, with the first part seeking to provide a better 
understanding of the local scene by exploring and describing the inter-ethnic attitudes 
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and ethnic preferences of preschoolers in Singapore, and how they may be associated 
with the race of the child and with the ethnic composition of the preschool.   
A quantitative cross-sectional survey design was adopted for the first part of the study.   
A survey questionnaire containing the items capturing basic demographic items, the 
Asian Preschool Ethnic Attitude Measure (APEAM) instrument, and items measuring 
the Ethnic Preference and Ethnic Self-Preference items was used (see appendix 1).   
The research questions and hypotheses for this part of the study are: 
1. Do preschool children in Singapore exhibit an ethnic in-group bias? 
a. Preschool children exhibit ethnic in-group bias. 
2. Does children’s ethnic in-group bias vary by race? 
a. Children’s ethnic in-group bias varies by race. 
3. What are the directions of children’s ethnic group evaluations? 
a. Chinese children have positive evaluations toward the Chinese. 
b. Malay children have positive evaluations toward the Chinese. 
c. Chinese children have negative evaluations toward the Indians.  
d. Malay children have negative evaluations toward the Indians. 
4. Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the preschool setting, associated 
with the children’s ethnic in-group bias? 
a. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with children’s ethnic in-group bias. 
5. Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the preschool setting, associated 
with the children’s ethnic group evaluations? 
a. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s positive 
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ethnic group evaluations. 
b. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s negative 
ethnic group evaluations. 
c. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s positive ethnic 
group evaluations. 
d. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s negative ethnic 
group evaluations. 
6. Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the preschool setting, associated 
with the children’s ethnic preference for best friend? 
a. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s ethnic 
preference for best friend. 
b. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s ethnic 
preference for best friend. 
7. Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the preschool setting, associated 
with the children’s ethnic preference for playmate?  
a. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s ethnic 
preference for playmate. 
b. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s ethnic 
preference for playmate. 
8. Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the preschool setting, associated 
with the children’s ethnic self preference? 
a. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s ethnic self 
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preference. 
b. Inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s ethnic self 
preference. 
 
The second part of the study examines the impact of a short-term story-reading 
intervention program on the inter-ethnic attitudes and ethnic preferences of the children.  
A pre-post comparison group quasi-experimental design was adopted for this second 
part of the study.  A pre-test comprising the first 12 items of the APEAM (APEAM-A) 
were administered to the children from both groups before the start of the intervention 
program (see appendix 2).  After the intervention program, the post-test comprising the 
second set of 12 items of the APEAM (APEAM-B) was administered (appendix 3).  
Scores of both groups were compared.  Table 2.1 illustrates this design with the 
independent and dependent variables. 
 
Table 2.1: Research Paradigm with Independent and Dependent Variables 
Groups Independent Variable Dependent Variables 
Pre-Test   
Intervention Regular story-reading program APEAM – A 
Comparison Regular story-reading program APEAM – A 
Post-Test   
Intervention Story-reading program with 
racial themes 
APEAM – B 





The research questions and hypotheses for this part of the study are: 
1. What is the effect of the intervention program on children’s ethnic in-group 
bias? 
a. There is no difference in the mean ethnic in-group bias scores between 
the intervention and comparison groups at pre-intervention testing; 
b. There is a difference in the means of ethnic in-group bias between the 
intervention and comparison groups at post-intervention testing; 
2. Is there an association between intervention and children’s ethnic group 
evaluations? 
a. There is no association between intervention and children’s ethnic 
group evaluations at pre-intervention testing; 
b. There is an association between intervention and children’s ethnic 
group evaluations at post-intervention testing; 
3. Is there an association between intervention and children’s preference for best 
friend? 
a. There is an association between intervention and children’s preference 
for best friend; 
4. Is there an association between intervention and children’s preference for 
playmate? 
a. There is an association between intervention and children’s preferred 
playmate; and 
5. Is there an association between intervention and children’s ethnic 
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self-preference? 





Seven preschools were purposively selected for this study with the entire Kindergarten 
2 cohort of each preschool participating in the survey.     The preschools were selected 
to reflect the variations in the ethnic composition of preschools typically found in 
Singapore, that is, from being ethnically segregated with Chinese children on the one 
end, to being ethnically segregated with Malay children on the other end, with the 
ethnically integrated preschools in the middle. The preschools were all located in the 
north-western region of Singapore and were reputed for their preschool program within 
the local community.  Of the seven preschools, two were run by the mosque and were 
predominantly Malay in ethnic composition.   Another two were run by churches and 
were predominantly Chinese in their ethnic makeup.   The remaining three were run by 
the PAP Community Foundation (PCF).   Being community rather than religious-based, 
the preschools run by PCF had a fair mix of children from the various ethnic groups 
found in Singapore.   
 
The principals of the selected preschools were approached for permission to carry out 
the study with their students.  They were thoroughly briefed on the rationale and 
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procedures of the study.  They were also informed of the approval for the study from 
the author’s Institutional Ethics Committee.  Copies of the research instrument were 
made available to them for more careful examination.  The principals after 
consultations with their respective management boards agreed and granted permission 
to survey their students as part of the preschools’ ongoing social evaluation of each 
child.  In these social evaluations, which are a part of the overall evaluation of each 
child that are communicated to the parents regularly, the children are assessed on their  
age-appropriate social development, viz., the ability to make friends, interact, take 
turns, be considerate, etc.  In addition, only anonymous data were provided for the 
purpose of this study  
 
A total of 470 preschoolers aged between 63 and 74 months, with the mean age being 
68.5 months, were surveyed for this study.   In terms of ethnicity, 53.6% or 250 of the 
participants are Chinese, 39.9% (186) of them are Malay, 4.1% (19) are Indian, and the 
remaining 2.3% (11) belonged to the “Others” category under the official racial 
classification system used by the Singapore government. 
 
As the number of participants who were classified as ‘Indians’ and ‘Others’ comprised 
only 6.4% of the overall sample, their numbers were considered too small for any 
meaningful statistical analyses.   As such, these 30 ‘Indians’ and ‘Others’ were 
excluded from the data analyses and subsequent discussions.   Another four 
participants were excluded from the sample as they submitted blank returns. 
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Of the remaining 436 preschoolers, 57.3% are Chinese and 42.7% are Malays.    
Of these, 65.1% (283) are from the ethnically integrated PCF preschool settings, 14.5% 
(63) are from the church-run ethnically segregated (Chinese) preschool settings, and 
20.5% (89) are from the ethnically segregated (Malay) mosque-run preschool settings.   
Of those from the ethnically integrated preschools, 65.7% (186) are Chinese, and 
34.4% (97) are Malays. 
 
The first part of the study involved all the children from the ethnically segregated 
preschools (both Chinese and Malay), and the children from one of the three ethnically 
integrated preschools.  A total of 279 children were included in this part of the study, 
with 45.5% (127) from the ethnically integrated preschool, 22.6% (63) from the 
ethnically segregated (Chinese) preschool setting, and 31.9% (89) from the ethnically 
segregated (Malay) preschool setting.  In terms of ethnic breakdown, 52% (145) of the 
children were Chinese, and 48% (134) were Malays.  The ethnic distribution of the 
children by preschool setting is shown in table 2.2.  
 








Chinese 81 63 1 145 (52%) 
Malay 46 0 88 134 (48%) 





For the second part of the study, children from all three ethnically integrated preschools 
were involved.  Of the three ethnically integrated PCF preschools, two were selected 
for the intervention program, with the third as the comparison group. Selection was 
purposive to obtain about equal numbers in both the intervention and comparison 
groups.  The preschools were run by the same management committee, with identical 
educational philosophies, culture, and curriculum.  The teachers at the three preschools 
were also regularly rotated across the schools.  In addition, children at the schools were 
all residents of the same housing estate.  Other than the fact that the preschools were 
physically situated at different locations, albeit within walking distance to one another 
within the same housing estate, the comparison and intervention groups were identical 
in almost all respects. 
 
A total of 283 children were included in this quasi-experiment, with 156 in the 
intervention group - 67.3% (105) Chinese and 32.7% (51) Malay.  Of the 127 children 








Inter-ethnic Attitudes of Children 
Instrument 
 
A review of literature failed to reveal any standardized instruments that had been used 
to measure the racial attitudes of children within the Singaporean context.  A 
multiple-item test was therefore created. 
 
The Asian Preschool Ethnic Attitude Measure (APEAM) is a modified version of the 
Preschool Racial Attitude Measure II (PRAM II), a widely used scale in other countries.  
The PRAM II has 24 racial items – 12 pairs of semantically opposite trait adjectives, 
which children are asked to assign to the person on a picture.  Twenty attributes,  
believed to be related to ethnic and racial stereotyping in children (Kowalski, 2003; 
Williams et al., 1975) were taken from PRAM II.  Another two pairs of semantically 
opposite attributes were added to replace the items in PRAM II that were found to be 
contextually and culturally inconsistent.  The 12 pairs of attributes in APEAM are 
hardworking-lazy, smart-stupid, healthy-sick, clean-dirty, kind-cruel, 
friendly-unfriendly, pretty-ugly, happy-sad, helpful-selfish, nice-mean, polite-rude and 
good-naughty.   
 
A set of four different pictures depicting either three girls or three boys representing the 
three major racial groups in Singapore (Chinese, Malay, and Indian) were created for 
this study.  The pictures were similar in most respects except for minor variations in 
dressing to differentiate the different races. The order in which the ethnic groups were 
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presented was varied to minimize recency and primacy effects (Aboud & Doyle, 1993).  
They are also in black and white to remove the possible confound of color preference 
seen in children (Williams & Morland, 1976).  It is also a better reflection of the 
Singapore context as the skin tone differentiation among races is gradual rather than 
distinct.  The pictures shown to the children were adapted from the text-books that were 
being used in the schools.  The pictures were displayed as worksheets, a familiar format 
with the schools.  Each page showed two sets of pictures, with a set at the top of the 
page, and another at the bottom. The pictures were all numbered to reduce the chance 
of confusion for the children when responding to the items (see appendix 4).  
 
The instrument was piloted with 18 Kindergarten 1 children from the various ethnic 
groups who were about a year younger than the children in the sampling frame for this 
study.  The rationale is that if the instrument is applicable for the younger children in 
terms of age and context appropriateness, then it should likewise be applicable for use 
with the older children in the sample. The pilot test revealed that 89% of the children 
were able to correctly identify the ethnic affiliations of the pictures depicted in the 
instrument. In addition, 83% of them were able to comprehend the instructions and the 
terms used in the instrument. The duration of an average of thirty minutes for the test 
was also found to be within the attention span of the children. 
 
The 24-item APEAM instrument had a Cronbach coefficient alpha of .724, and a 
Spearman-Brown split-half analysis revealed an internal consistency of .706.  This 
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compares with an internal consistency coefficient of .83 for PRAM II (Williams & 
Morland, 1976).  While an even greater reliability of the APEAM scores would be 





As the study was conducted as part of the ongoing social assessment of the children in 
each school, the research instrument was administered by the respective 
teachers-in-charge of the various classes and not by the author.  The teachers were 
thoroughly briefed on the rationale and on the testing procedure to ensure objectivity 
and accuracy, and to reduce the amount of variability that could arise from having 
many different teachers do the data collection.  Teachers were also given an enlarged 
version of the worksheet in a flip-chart to guide the children as they moved from item 
to item during the test.  The research instrument was administered by the 
teachers-in-charge at the individual class levels and during regular class time.  For the 
survey, the children were seated in a manner such that they were not able to see each 
other’s responses.  This physical seating arrangement is something that the children are 






The teacher begins the testing procedure by reading the following passage: 
“What I have here are some pictures I’d like to show you and some stories that go with 
each one.  I want you to help me by marking on the person in each picture that the story 
is about.  There are no right or wrong answers, and you are only allowed to pick one 
picture for each story.  Here, I’ll show you what I mean… (Showing the picture on the 
flip-chart)  Here are three boys and three girls.  Which picture is most like you?” 
 
After ensuring that every child understands what is required, the teacher then proceeds 
with the test proper.  The teacher first displays the correct picture and page to the 
children on the flipchart, and then walks around the class, together with the assistant 
teacher, to make sure that every child is on the correct page/picture.  After which, the 
teacher proceeds with telling the stories, e.g. “Here are three little girls. One of them is 
a hardworking girl. She finishes her homework and helps her mother with the 
housework. Which is the hardworking girl?”  The teachers then move around the class 
again to ensure that the children have responded to the item on the correct picture 








Inter-ethnic Attitudes of Children 
Scoring Protocols 
 
Ethnic In-Group Bias Score 
 
The ethnic in-group bias score is computed by adding 1 for each positive item 
attributed to the ethnic in-group on APEAM, and for each negative item attributed to 
the ethnic out-group.  The range of scores is therefore between 0 for someone who 
shows extreme bias towards the out-group, and 24 for one who is extremely biased 
towards his/her ethnic in-group and mid-range scores (around 12) indicating no bias or 
prejudice.  Specifically, scores of 0 – 7 indicates a definite anti in-group / pro out-group 
bias, scores of 8 – 9 indicate a moderate anti in-group / pro out-group bias, scores of 10 
– 14 indicate no bias, scores of 15 – 16 indicate moderate pro in-group / anti out-group 
bias, and scores of 17 – 24 indicate definite pro in-group / anti out-group bias.   This is 
the same scoring scheme used for PRAM II and provides a basis for comparison for the 
level of racial prejudice seen in the children.   
 
 
Ethnic Group Evaluation  
 
This identifies the ethnic groups towards which the child’s positive and negative ethnic 
attitudes are directed.  This is done by adding positive nominations for an ethnic group 
and negative nominations for each ethnic group.  A majority of positive votes indicates 
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a pro-group status.  A majority negative vote indicates an anti-group status.  An equal 
number of votes for two or more groups indicate a neutral group status. The children 
could therefore be classified as being pro-Chinese, pro-Malay, or pro-Indian, and 
anti-Chinese, anti-Malay, or anti-Indian, or as having no clear ethnic bias.  For example, 
if the child assigns the highest number of positive attributes to Malays and negative 
attributes to Indians, he or she would be scored as being pro-Malay and anti-Indian.  
The positive and negative evaluations are computed separately as prior research has 
indicated that own-group preference relative to racial and ethnic out-groups does not 




As the distribution of the ethnic in-group bias variable approximates normality for the 
various sub-samples, and the assumptions of equal or homogeneity of variance were 
met, Independent-samples T-Tests and Analysis of Variance were carried out to 
examine the relationship of race, intervention and preschool settings with the extent of 
ethnic in-group bias.  Chi-square tests of association were also carried out to examine 
the association of race, intervention, and preschool setting, with ethnic group 
evaluations, preference for playmate, preference for best friends, and preferred 
self-identity.  This means of analysis is most appropriate as the responses were 
categorical in nature (Jaeger, 1990). 
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Limitations 
 
There are some methodological concerns that may impact on the reliability and validity, 
both internal and external, of the study, many of which are linked to the fact that the 
preschools involved participated only on the condition that the assessment of the 
children be conducted by their staff as part of their overall ongoing evaluation of their 
students, without the involvement of persons external to the school.  As a result, there 
was great variation in the way the children were assessed, with the research 
questionnaires being administered by different staff members of the participating 
preschools rather than by the author, and under different classroom settings.  This 
variation could be a source of measurement error.  To minimize this potential error, the 
teachers involved were thoroughly briefed on the procedures for the administration of 
the questionnaires in an attempt to obtain some measure of consistently across the 
preschools.   
 
Secondly, the ethnic affiliation of the teachers administering the survey questionnaires 
could not be controlled for in this study, and this could again be a potential confound.  
Prior research on the effects of race of examiner on the respondents ethnic attitudes 
have been mixed.  For example,  Williams and his companions found significant race 
of examiner effects in their PRAM II standardization study, but not in a subsequent 
test-retest study, and concluded that the effects of race of examiner to be inconclusive 
(Williams et al., 1975b).  Glover and Smith similarly found a race of examiner effect 
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among the Euro-American preschoolers in their study, but not among 
African-American children (Glover & Smith, 1997).    As such, future research should 
be cognizant of and control for the possible race of examiner effects to increase 
confidence of internal validity. 
 
Thirdly, there may be some issues pertaining to treatment fidelity of the intervention 
program. This is because the intervention was carried out by the children’s respective 
teachers-in-charge who had varying degrees of skills, abilities, and enthusiasm in 
story-telling.  While the teachers were thoroughly briefed as to the contents and 
objectives of the intervention, there was still the possibility of variation of intervention 
across the different classes.   
 
Finally, the external validity of the study may be limited as it involved only children 
from seven purposively and conveniently selected preschools.  Hence the sample may 
not be representative of young children in general.  Future studies may consider 
including children from more preschools around Singapore, and to adopt randomized 









Part 1 – Children’s Inter-ethnic Attitudes and Inter-ethnic Contact  
 
Ethnic In-Group Bias 
The children’s inter-ethnic attitudes were measured using the 24-item APEAM 
instrument created for this study. The mean APEAM score for the sample was 15.77 (N 
= 262, s.d. = 4.112).  Using PRAM II’s (1975b) scoring range where scores of 17 and 
above reflect a definite bias, scores of 15-16 indicate a moderate bias, and 10-14 
indicating non-bias, it appeared that preschoolers in the sample showed a moderate bias 
towards their ethnic in-groups on the whole.  
 
When we examined the distribution of the children across the various in-group bias 
categories, we discovered that 43.9% of the children were classified as showing a 
definite bias towards their ethnic in-group, 14.5% showed moderate in-group bias, 
while 36.6% were deemed non-biased (see table 3.1).  In other words, more than 58.4% 
of the children showed a moderate to definite level of bias towards their ethnic 
in-groups.  The hypothesis that preschool children exhibit ethnic in-group bias was 







Table 3.1: Frequency Distribution of Ethnic In-group Bias  
  Frequency 
Valid 
Percent 
 Definite Anti-ingroup Bias 3 1.1 
  Moderate Anti-ingroup  10 3.8 
  Non-Biased 96 36.6 
  Moderate Pro-ingroup Bias 38 14.5 
  Definite Pro-ingroup Bias 115 43.9 
  Total 262 100.0 
 
 
Examining the children by race, we found no significant difference between the 
APEAM mean scores of Chinese and Malay children (t (260) =0.784,  n.s.).  The mean 
scores were 15.95 and 15.55 for Chinese and Malay children respectively.  In addition, 
the distribution of the children across the various categories was similar as well (χ2 (4) 
= 1.268, n.s.).  Thirty-four percent (34%) of Chinese children were categorized as 
being non-biased, 15.3% as moderate in-group biased, and 45.8% as having definite 
in-group bias.  As for the Malay children, 39.8% were non-biased, 13.6% moderate 
in-group biased, and 41.5% were classified as having definite in-group bias (see table 
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Table 3.2:  Children’s In-group Bias by Race 
 Chinese Malay 
Definite Anti-ingroup Bias 1.4% 0.8% 
Moderate Anti-ingroup Bias 3.5% 4.2% 
Non-Biased 34.0% 39.8% 
Moderate Positive Ingroup Bias 15.3% 13.6% 
Definite Positive Ingroup Bias 45.8% 41.5% 
   
Mean score for APEAM 15.95 15.55 
Std Dev 4.028 4.218 
N 144 118 
χ2 (4) = 1.268, n.s.;   t (260) =0.784,  n.s.   
 
In response to the research question “Do preschool children in Singapore exhibit an 
ethnic in-group bias?”, the results indicated that on the whole, the children were 
moderately prejudiced, with 58.4% of them showing at least some degree of ethnic 
in-group bias.  As for the research question “Do the children’s ethnic in-group bias vary 
by race?” the results indicated that both Chinese and Malay children have similar mean 








Children’s Ethnic Group Evaluations 
 
Chi-square test of associations found that race was significantly associated with the 
direction of positive ethnic group evaluations shown by the children (χ2(3) = 77.11, 
N=279, p < .001), and with the  direction of negative ethnic group evaluations (χ2(3) = 
24.67, N=279, p < .001). 
 
Among Chinese children (n=145), 69% were pro-Chinese, while 23.4% were 
pro-Malay, 2.8% pro-Indian, and 4.8% did not have a particular ethnic group that they 
were positive towards.  Of the Malay children (n=134), 55.2% were pro-Malay, 17.9% 
were pro-Chinese, 3.0% were pro-Indian, and 23.9% did not have a particular ethnic 
group that they were positive towards (see table 3.3).  The hypothesis that Chinese 
children have positive evaluations toward the Chinese was therefore supported.  
However, the hypothesis that Malay children have positive evaluations toward the 
Chinese was not supported. 
 
Table 3.3: Response Percentages for Positive Ethnic Group Evaluations By Race 
 Chinese Malay 
Pro-Chinese 69.0% 17.9% 
Pro-Malay 23.4% 55.2% 
Pro-Indian 2.8% 3.0% 
No Clear Bias 4.8% 23.9% 
Total 145 134 
χ2(3) = 77.11, p < .001 
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As for the direction of negative ethnic group evaluations (see table 3.4), among 
Chinese children, 15.9% were anti-Chinese, 11.7% anti-Malay, 60% anti-Indian, and 
12.4% had two or more ethnic groups that they felt equally negative towards.  As for 
the Malay children, 22.4% were anti-Malay, 20.1% were anti-Chinese, 31.3% 
anti-Indian, while 26.1% had two or more ethnic groups towards whom they felt 
equally negative.  The hypotheses that “Chinese children have negative evaluations 
toward the Indians” and “Malay children have negative evaluations toward the 
Indians” were therefore supported.   
 
Table 3.4: Response Percentages for Negative Ethnic Group Evaluations By Race 
 Chinese Malay 
Anti-Chinese 15.9% 20.1% 
Anti-Malay 11.7% 22.4% 
Anti-Indian 60.0% 31.3% 
No Clear Bias 12.4% 26.1% 
Total 145 134 
χ2(3) = 24.67, p < .001 
 
As expected from the high scores for in-group bias, both Chinese and Malay children 
tended to be most positive towards their own ethnic groups.  Both Chinese and Malay 
children tended to be the least positive towards Indians.  Twice as many Chinese as 




Also interesting was the fact that 23.9% of the Malay children had equally positive 
evaluations of two or more ethnic groups, and 26.1% had multiple groups that they 
were equally negative about.  This contrasted with just 4.8% and 12.4% in Chinese 
children respectively.  This suggested that the Chinese children were more fixed in 
their out-group orientation.   
 
As for the research question “What are the directions of children’s ethnic group 
evaluations?”, the results indicated that the children evaluated their own ethnic 




Inter-Ethnic Contact and Children’s Ethnic In-Group Bias 
 
To examine if there is a difference in mean APEAM scores among the different 
preschool settings, a one-way ANOVA was conducted.  Before proceeding with the 
ANOVA analysis, the APEAM mean scores for the Chinese and Malay children within 
the ethnically integrated preschool were explored, with no significant difference found 
between them.  As both Chinese and Malay children were similar in their ethnic 
in-group biasness, they were treated as being from the same population in the 
comparison between the different preschool settings.  This procedure was not 
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necessary for the other segregated preschools as their ethnic compositions were 
exclusively either Chinese or Malay. 
 
When the APEAM mean scores of children were compared across the preschools, the 
extent of inter-ethnic contact within the preschool was found to be a significant factor 
(F(261) = 16.96, p < .001) (see table 3.5). The hypothesis that inter-ethnic contact is 
associated with children’s ethnic in-group bias was therefore supported.  Scheffe 
Post-Hoc tests (table 3.6) further revealed that preschoolers from a segregated Chinese 
setting were found to have significantly higher scores on the APEAM scale as 
compared with preschoolers from an ethnically integrated setting (mean difference = 
3.52, p < .001), and from a segregated Malay setting (mean difference = 2.34, p < .01). 
The APEAM means scores were 18.11, 14.60 and 15.78 for children from the 
segregated Chinese, ethnically integrated, and segregated Malay preschools 
respectively.  Preschoolers from the segregated Malay setting were also found to have 
higher scores vis-à-vis those from ethnically integrated settings, albeit at a statistically 
non-significant level, with a difference of 1.18 in the mean scores.    
 
Table 3.5: ANOVA : Ethnic in-group Bias by Ethnic Composition of Preschool 
 Source Df SS MS F R2 
Preschool Type 2 511.014 255.507 16.963 * .116 
Within Groups 259 3901.246 15.063   
Total  261 4412.260    




Table 3.6: Scheffe’s Post Hoc Test   
(I) Ethnic Mix 
of Centres 

















Chinese -3.516* .604 .000 -5.00 -2.03 
  Segregated 
Malay or 
Muslim 




integrated 3.516* .604 .000 2.03 5.00 
  Segregated 
Malay or 
Muslim 





integrated 1.180 .565 .116 -.21 2.57 
  Segregated 
Chinese -2.337* .664 .002 -3.97 -.70 
*  p < .05 
 
The ethnic composition of the preschools and the level of inter-ethnic contact they 
afforded therefore had a significant impact on the level of in-group bias in the children.  
Ethnic in-group bias levels were lowest for children from ethnically integrated 
preschools where the level of inter-ethnic contact was likely to be highest.  Hence, the 
answer to the research question “Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the 
preschool setting, associated with children’s ethnic in-group bias?” was ‘yes’.  
However, the amount of variability in ethnic in-group bias explained by the different 
preschool settings was only 11.6%, indicating that the effect of inter-ethnic contact on 
ethnic in-group bias may be of only low to moderate practical significance. 
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Inter-Ethnic Contact and Children’s Ethnic Group Evaluations 
 
Among Chinese children (n = 144), the preschool setting was found to be significantly 
associated with the direction of ethnic group evaluations. This applied to both positive 
(χ2(3) = 18.77, p < .001) and negative (χ2(3) = 11.23, n=144, p < .05) ethnic group 
evaluations.  The hypotheses that inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese 
children’s positive ethnic group evaluations and with their negative ethnic group 
evaluations were therefore supported.   
 
On the attribution of positive traits, 85.7% of the children from the segregated Chinese 
settings exhibited pro-Chinese orientations, 6.3% were pro-Malay, 1.6% pro-Indian, 
and 6.3% displayed no clear ethnic bias.  As for children from ethnically integrated 
setting, only 56.8% displayed pro-Chinese orientations, 35.8% were pro-Malay, while 
3.7% were either pro-Indian or displayed no clear ethnic bias respectively (table 3.7).    
 
Table 3.7: Response Percentages for Positive Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Chinese Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated Chinese 
Pro-Chinese 56.8% 85.7% 
Pro-Malay 35.8% 6.3% 
Pro-Indian 3.7% 1.6% 
No Clear Bias 3.7% 6.3% 
Total 81 63 




As for negative trait attributions,  23.5% of those from the ethnically integrated settings 
displayed anti-Chinese trait attributions vis-à-vis only 6.3% of the segregated Chinese 
preschool settings, 14.8% were anti-Malay vis-à-vis 7.9%, and 49.4% exhibited 
anti-Indian attributions as compared with 73.0% respectively (table 3.8).  
 
Table 3.8: Response Percentages for Negative Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Chinese Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated Chinese 
Anti-Chinese 23.5% 6.3% 
Anti-Malay 14.8% 7.9% 
Anti-Indian 49.4% 73.0% 
No Clear Bias 12.3% 12.7% 
Total 81 63 
χ2 (3) = 11.231,  n = 144,  p < .05 
 
Among Malay children, no significant associations between the preschool setting and 
the ethnic group evaluations were observed (n = 134).  Generally, 17.9% of the 
children exhibited pro-Chinese orientations to the attribution of positive traits, 55.2% 
were pro-Malay, 3.0% were pro-Indian, and 23.9% did not display any clear ethnic bias.  
As for negative traits, 20.1% were anti-Chinese, 22.4% were anti-Malay, 31.3% were 
anti-Indian, and 26.1% showed no clear ethnic bias (see table 3.9).  Both hypotheses 
that inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s positive ethnic group 
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Table 3.9: Response Percentages for Ethnic Group Evaluations By  
Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Malay Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated 
Malay 
Total 
Pro-Chinese 28.3% 12.5% 17.9% 
Pro-Malay 52.2% 56.8% 55.2% 
Pro-Indian 4.3% 2.3% 3.0% 
No Clear Bias 15.2% 28.4% 23.9% 
Total 46 88 134 
    
Anti-Chinese 21.7% 19.3% 20.1% 
Anti-Malay 21.7% 22.7% 22.4% 
Anti-Indian 37.0% 28.4% 31.3% 
No Clear Bias 19.6% 29.5% 26.1% 
Total 46 88 134 
 
 
While Malay children from both preschool settings were similar in their levels of 
pro-Indian evaluations, they differed on their levels of anti-Indian evaluations.   Fewer 
children from the segregated Malay preschools (28.4%) tended to have anti-Indian 
sentiments as compared with those from the ethnically integrated preschools (37.0%). 
Malay children in the ethnically integrated preschool were twice as likely to be 
pro-Chinese as compared with their counterparts in the segregated Malay preschools.  
The proportions of Malay children who were pro-Chinese were 28.3% and 12.5% in 




In response to the research question “Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the 
preschool setting, associated with the children’s ethnic group evaluations?”, the results 
indicated that the positive ethnic group evaluations of Chinese children were 
significantly associated with the ethnic composition of the preschool that the children 
came from.  At the segregated Chinese preschools, children had very strong 
pro-Chinese and anti-Indian orientations.  And while no statistical association was 
found between the ethnic group evaluations of Malay children and the ethnic 
composition from the preschool they were from, children from segregated Malay 
preschools also showed a higher level of pro-Malay orientation.   
 
 
Inter-Ethnic Contact and Children’s Ethnic Preferences for Best Friend 
 
When the preference for best friend of the children from the ethnically mixed preschool 
setting was examined, it was found to be significantly associated with the children’s 
race (χ2 (2) = 8.109,  n = 126,  p < .05).  The children generally preferred to have 
someone from their own ethnic group for their best friend.  However, a much larger 
proportion of Malay children appeared to have a preference for a best friend from their 
own ethnic group (68.9%) as compared with their Chinese counterparts (49.4%) (see 
table 3.10).    
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Table 3.10: Response Percentages for Children’s Preference for Best Friend  
By Race within the Ethnically Integrated Preschool Setting 
 Chinese Malay 
Chinese 49.4% 24.4% 
Malay 43.2% 68.9% 
Indian 7.4% 6.7% 
Total 81 45 
χ2 (2) = 8.109,  n = 126,  p < .05 
 
As the preference for best friend was found to be significantly associated with the race 
for children from the ethnically integrated preschool setting, the children within this 
preschool setting could not be treated as a homogenous whole.  As such, further 
analyses on the preference of best friend by preschool setting were carried out by ethnic 
group. 
 
Among the Chinese preschoolers (n = 144), the preference for best friend was found to 
be significantly associated with the preschool setting (χ2(2) = 7.075, p < .05).   The 
hypothesis that inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s ethnic 
preference for best friend was therefore supported.  Among Chinese children from the 
ethnically integrated preschool setting, about an equal number of children chose to 
have either a Chinese or Malay for their best friend (49.4% and 43.2% respectively), 
while 7.4% reported choosing an Indian for their best friend.  In contrast, most of the 
children from the segregated Chinese preschool setting preferred to have another 




and 1.6% chose an Indian (see table 3.11).  Chinese children from the ethnically 
integrated preschools were therefore more likely to be open to having friends who are 
from a different ethnic background as compared with the children from the segregated 
Chinese preschools.   
 
Table 3.11 - Response Percentages for Children’s Preference for Best Friend  
By Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Chinese Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated Chinese 
Chinese 49.4% 69.8% 
Malay 43.2% 28.6% 
Indian 7.4% 1.6% 
Total 81 63 
χ2 (2) = 7.075,  n = 144,  p < .05 
 
 
Among Malay preschoolers from both the ethnically integrated and segregated Malay 
preschool settings (n=133), no significant association was found between the 
preference for best friends and preschool setting.  The hypothesis that inter-ethnic 
contact is associated with Malay children’s ethnic preference for best friend was 
therefore not supported.  The majority of Malay children chose another Malay as their 
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Table 3.12: Response Percentages for Children’s Preference for Best Friend  
By Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Malay Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated Malay Total 
Chinese 24.4% 22.7% 23.3% 
Malay 68.9% 76.1% 73.7% 
Indian 6.7% 1.1% 3.0% 
Total 45 88 133 
χ2 (2) = 3.278, n.s. ,  n = 133 
 
The answer to the research question “Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the 
preschool setting, associated with the children’s ethnic preference for best friend?” was 
as follows: for the Chinese children, inter-ethnic contact has been found to be 
associated with the children’s preference for best friend.  However, no significant 
association was found between the preference for best friends and preschool setting for 
the Malay children. 
 
 
Inter-Ethnic Contact and Children’s Ethnic Preferences for Playmate 
 
Like the selection of best friends, the selection of playmates for children from the 
ethnically integrated preschool setting showed a trend toward a preference along 
in-group racial lines.  However, the association between the children’s race and 
preference for playmates was found to be non-significant (see table 3.13).   
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Table 3.13: Response Percentages for Children’s Preference for Playmate  
By Race within the Ethnically Integrated Preschool Setting 
 Chinese Malay 
Chinese 56.8% 40% 
Malay 35.8% 48.9% 
Indian 7.4% 11.1% 
Total 81 45 
χ2 (2) = 3.284, n.s.,  n = 126 
 
No significant association between Chinese children’s preference for playmates and 
the ethnic composition of the preschools was observed. The hypothesis that 
inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s ethnic preference for 
playmate was therefore not supported.  Nevertheless, the results indicated a trend 
toward more openness for inter-ethnic playmates among children from ethnically 
integrated preschool settings, with some 43.2% of children reporting a preference for 
cross-ethnic playmates, vis-à-vis only 27% of the children from the segregated Chinese 
preschool setting (see table 3.14).  
 
Table 3.14: Response Percentages for Children’s Preference for Playmate  






Chinese 56.8% 73.0% 63.9% 
Malay 35.8% 22.2% 29.9% 
Indian 7.4% 4.8% 6.3% 
Total 81 63 144 
χ2 (2) = 4.046, n.s.,  n = 144 
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Unlike Chinese children, there was a significant association between playmate 
preference and preschool setting among Malay children (χ2(2) = 6.94, p < .05).   The 
hypothesis that inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s ethnic 
preference for playmate was therefore supported.  Malay children from the segregated 
Malay preschool setting tended to be less open to choosing someone from another race 
for their playmate, with 71.6% reporting a preference for a Malay playmate as 
compared with 48.9% among the Malay children from the ethnically integrated 
preschool setting (see table 3.15).  There were more than one and a half times more 
children preferring a Chinese playmate (40%) in the ethnically integrated preschool 
setting vis-à-vis children from the segregated Malay preschool setting (23.9%). 
Children from the ethnically integrated preschool setting also had more than twice the 
number of children preferring an Indian playmate as compared with children from the 
segregated setting (11.1% vs. 4.5%).   
 
Table 3.15: Response Percentages for Children’s Preference for Playmate  
By Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Malay Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated Malay 
Chinese 40% 23.9% 
Malay 48.9% 71.6% 
Indian 11.1% 4.5% 
Total 45 88 





In response to the research question “Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the 
preschool setting, associated with the children’s ethnic preference for playmate?”, the 




Inter-Ethnic Contact and Children’s Ethnic Self Preference 
 
As with the preference for best friends and playmates, the preferred self-identity of the 
preschoolers was also very closely tied to the children ethnic origins. Chinese and 
Malay children generally chose their own ethnic group for their preferred self-identity.   
 
Among the Chinese preschoolers (n = 143), preferred self-identity was found to be 
significantly associated with the type of preschool setting (χ2(2) = 9.132, p < .05). The 
hypothesis that inter-ethnic contact is associated with Chinese children’s ethnic self 
preference was therefore supported. Children from the segregated Chinese preschool 
setting displayed a stronger preference for Chinese for their ethnic identity as 
compared with those from the ethnically integrated preschools, with some 80.6% of the 
former selecting Chinese for the preferred ethnic self-identity as compared with 56.8% 
in the ethnically integrated preschools.  Only 12.9% of those from the segregated 
Chinese preschools selected Malay and 6.5% chose Indian for their preferred ethnic 
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Table 3.16: Response Percentages for Children’s Preferred Self Identity  
By Ethnic Composition of Preschool for Chinese Children 
 Ethnically integrated Segregated Chinese 
Chinese 56.8% 80.6% 
Malay 30.9% 12.9% 
Indian 12.3% 6.5% 
Total 81 62 
χ2(2) = 9.132, p < .05, n = 143 
 
 
Among the Malay preschoolers (n = 132), no significant association was found 
between preferred self-identity and type of preschool setting.  The hypothesis that 
inter-ethnic contact is associated with Malay children’s ethnic self preference was 
therefore not supported.  Nevertheless, Malay children from the segregated Malay 
preschools showed a stronger ethnic affiliation than children from the ethnically 
integrated preschools, with 75.9% choosing Malay for their preferred ethnic identity as 
compared with 62.2%. On the other hand, 33.3% of the children from the ethnically 
integrated preschool chose Chinese and 4.4% chose Indian for their preferred 
self-identities as compared with 23.0% and 1.1% from the segregated preschool setting 
respectively.  Overall, 71.2% of the Malay children preferred to be identified as Malay, 





Table 3.17 - Response Percentages for Children’s Preferred Self Identity  






Chinese 33.3% 23.0% 26.5% 
Malay 62.2% 75.9% 71.2% 
Indian 4.4% 1.1% 2.3% 
Total 45 87 132 
χ2(2) = 3.38, n.s., n = 132 
 
With regard to the research question “Is the level of inter-ethnic contact, proxied by the 
preschool setting, associated with the children’s ethnic self preference?”, the study 
found a significant association for Chinese children, but not for Malay children.   
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Part II – The Impact of the Intervention on Inter-ethnic Attitudes 
 
Intervention and Children’s Ethnic In-Group Bias 
 
Effect of Race on In-Group Bias within the Intervention Group 
 
To determine the impact of the intervention on the children’s ethnic in-group bias, a 
pre-post comparison group quasi-experimental design was adopted. Both intervention 
and comparison groups were tested using the APEAM-A sub-scale, the first 12 items of 
the 24-item APEAM instrument, before the intervention. After the intervention, both 
intervention and comparison groups were tested using APEAM-B sub-scale, the 
second twelve items of the APEAM instrument. Using the scoring protocol of PRAM I 
(Williams & Morland, 1976), scores of 9 - 12 indicate significant levels of ethnic 
in-group bias, scores of 7 – 9 indicate moderate ethnic in-group bias,  scores of 6 
indicate an absence of ethnic bias, and scores below 6 indicate ethnic out-group bias. 
 
Among the children in the intervention group (n=156), no significant difference was 
observed between the pre-test (APEAM-A) scores of the Chinese and Malay children 
with regard to the extent of in-group bias expressed (t(147) = -.128, n.s.).  The mean 
scores on APEAM-A were 7.27 and 7.32 for Chinese and Malay children respectively, 
indicating moderate ethnic in-group bias for both groups (using the scoring protocols 
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of PRAM I by Williams et. al., 1975).  Chinese children also showed marginally lower 
levels of in-group bias as compared with their Malay counterparts (see table 3.18). 
 
However, at post intervention testing using APEAM-B, significant differences were 
found between the mean scores of Chinese and Malay children (t(139) = 2.36, p < .05).  
Chinese children were found to have higher levels of ethnic in-group bias (mean = 8.02) 
as compared with the Malay children (mean = 7.12).  This meant that the impact of 
intervention program differed according to the race of the participant.  As such, we 
could not regard the intervention participants as a homogenous group.  Analyses would 
therefore have to be conducted along racial groupings when exploring the impact of the 
intervention program on the level of in-group bias. 
 
Table 3.18: APEAM Sub-scale Means and Independent T-test for Intervention Group 
by Race 
 Chinese Malay   
 N Mean Std. 
Dev 
N Mean Std. 
Dev 
T df 
APEAM-A 102 7.27 2.001 47 7.32 1.946 -.128 147 
APEAM-B 99 8.02 2.010 42 7.12 2.233 2.355* 139 
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Impact of the Intervention Program on Chinese Children In-Group Bias 
 
Among the Chinese children in the quasi-experiment (n=186), no significant difference 
in ethnic in-group bias was observed between the intervention and comparison groups 
on APEAM-A (t(181) = .84, n.s.) at pre-intervention testing, with children from both 
groups showing moderate levels of ethnic in-group bias. The hypothesis that there is no 
difference in the mean ethnic in-group bias scores between the intervention and 
comparison groups at pre-intervention testing was therefore supported among Chinese 
children.   
 
 At post-intervention testing using APEAM-B, children from the intervention group 
that had undergone the intervention program were found to exhibit significantly higher 
levels of in-group bias statistically as compared with the comparison group (t(178) = 
2.11, p < .05), albeit with both groups still being at moderate levels of ethnic in-group 
bias, with mean scores of 8.02 and 7.36 respectively (see table 3.19).  Hence, the 
hypothesis that there is a difference in the mean ethnic in-group bias scores between the 
intervention and comparison groups at post-intervention testing was also supported 
among Chinese children.  However, the results indicated that the intervention program 
was ineffective in reducing ethnic in-group bias among the Chinese children. Instead, it 





Table 3.19 - APEAM Sub-scale Means and Independent T-test for Chinese Children  
 Intervention Group Comparison Group   
 N Mean Std. 
Dev 
N Mean Std. 
Dev 
T df 
APEAM-A 102 7.27 2.001 81 7.02 2.019 .836 181 
APEAM-B 99 8.02 2.010 81 7.36 2.193 2.11* 178 
* p < .05 
 
Impact of the Intervention Program on Malay Children In-Group Bias 
 
Among the Malay children, no significant differences were observed between the 
intervention and comparison groups for the pre-test APEAM-A and the post-test 
APEAM-B items.  The means scores for both groups ranged from 7.12 to 7.58, 
indicating moderate levels of ethnic in-group bias.  Hence, the hypothesis that the there 
is no difference in the mean ethnic in-group bias scores between the intervention and 
comparison groups at pre-intervention testing was supported, but the hypothesis that 
there is a difference in the mean ethnic in-group bias scores between the intervention 
and comparison groups at post-intervention testing was rejected among Malay 
children.   
  
While not statistically significant, it was noted that the mean scores for the intervention 
group was lower vis-à-vis the comparison group for the post-test APEAM-B items, 
with mean scores of 7.12 and 7.42 respectively (table 3.20).   
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Table 3.20: APEAM Sub-scale Means and Independent T-test for Malay Children  
 Intervention Group Comparison Group    
 N Mean Std. Dev N Mean Std. Dev T df p 
APEAM-A 47 7.32 1.946 43 7.58 2.291 -.587 88 n.s. 
APEAM-B 42 7.12 2.233 43 7.42 2.762 -.559 83 n.s. 
 
 
In answering the research question on the effect of the intervention program on 
children’s ethnic in-group bias, the results indicated that the intervention program had 
differential effects on Chinese and Malay children.  Chinese children’ ethnic in-group 
bias was found to have marginally heightened, instead of being reduced, as a result of 
the intervention program.  However, no significant effects were observed among 
Malay children in the sample. 
 
 
Intervention and Children’s Ethnic Group Evaluations 
 
Impact of the Intervention Program on Chinese Children’s Ethnic Group Evaluations 
 
Among the Chinese children, no significant associations were found between the 
children’s ethnic group evaluations at pre-test.  Hence, the hypothesis that there is no 
association between intervention and children’s ethnic group evaluations at 
pre-intervention testing was supported among Chinese children.  With regard to 
positive trait attributions, some 48.4% of the children were pro-Chinese in orientation, 
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25.8% were pro-Malay, 5.4% pro-Indian, and 20.4% exhibited no clear ethnic bias (see 
table 3.21).   
 
Table 3.21: Response Percentages for Positive Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Chinese Children at Pre-Test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Pro-Chinese 50.5% 45.7% 48.4% 
Pro-Malay 21.9% 30.9% 25.8% 
Pro-Indian 5.7% 4.9% 5.4% 
No Clear Bias 21.9% 18.5% 20.4% 
Total 105 81 186 
χ2(3) = 1.95, n.s. 
 
As for negative trait attributions, 17.2% of the Chinese children were anti-Chinese in 
orientation, 22.0% were anti-Malay, 38.2% were anti-Indian, and 22.6% showed no 
clear ethnic bias (table 3.22). 
 
Table 3.22: Response Percentages for Negative Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Chinese Children at Pre-test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Anti-Chinese 16.2% 18.5% 17.2% 
Anti-Malay 21.0% 23.5% 22.0% 
Anti-Indian 39.0% 37.0% 38.2% 
No Clear Bias 23.8% 21.0% 22.6% 
Total 105 81 186 
χ2(3) = .484, n.s.,  
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However, at post-intervention testing, treatment condition was found to be 
significantly associated with positive ethnic group evaluation of the children (χ2(3) = 
8.12, p < .05).  Of the intervention group children, 61.9% exhibited pro-Chinese 
attributional behavioral as compared with 49.4% of the comparison group.  In addition, 
only 14.3% of the intervention group showed a pro-Malay orientation vis-à-vis 29.6% 
in the comparison group. It was also interesting to note that 6.7% of the intervention 
group exhibited a pro-Indian orientation as compared with 2.5% in the comparison 
group (table 3.23).  
 
Table 3.23: Response Percentages for Positive Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Chinese Children at Post-Test 
 Intervention Group Comparison Group 
Pro-Chinese 61.9% 49.4% 
Pro-Malay 14.3% 29.6% 
Pro-Indian 6.7% 2.5% 
No Clear Bias 17.1% 18.5% 
Total 105 81 
χ2(3) = 8.12, p < .05, n = 186 
 
With regard to the attributional behavioral for negative traits, both the intervention and 
comparison groups exhibited similar inter-ethnic orientations, with some 15.6% being 
reported to be anti-Chinese, 14.5% being anti-Malay, 44.6% being anti-Indian, and 
25.3% showing no clear ethnic bias. While not statistically significant, it was 
interesting to note that only 11.4% of the intervention group were anti-Chinese 
vis-à-vis 21.0% of the comparison group. In addition, 48.6% of the intervention group 
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were reported to be anti-Indian as compared with 39.5% in the comparison group (see 
table 3.24). 
 
Table 3.24: Response Percentages for Negative Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Chinese Children at Post-test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Anti-Chinese 11.4% 21.0% 15.6% 
Anti-Malay 15.2% 13.6% 14.5% 
Anti-Indian 48.6% 39.5% 44.6% 
No Clear Bias 24.8% 25.9% 25.3% 
Total  105 81 186 
χ2(3) = 3.633, n.s. 
 
Overall, the hypothesis that there is an association between intervention and children’s 
ethnic group evaluations at post-intervention testing was supported among Chinese 




Impact of the Intervention Program on Malay Children’s Ethnic Group Evaluations 
 
Among the Malay children at the ethnically integrated preschool setting, no significant 
association was observed between treatment condition and ethnic group evaluations at 
both pre-intervention and post-intervention testing.  Hence the hypothesis that is no 
association between intervention and children’s ethnic group evaluations at 
pre-intervention was supported, while the hypothesis that there is an association 
between intervention and children’s ethnic group evaluations at post-intervention 
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testing was not supported.  With regard to positive trait attributions at pre-test, 18.6% 
of the Malay preschoolers showed a pro-Chinese orientation, 51.5% were pro-Malay, 
8.2% pro-Indian, while 21.0% showed no clear ethnic bias (see table 3.25).  As for 
negative trait attributions, 38.1% were anti-Indian in orientation, 21.6% showed no 
clear ethnic bias, while 18.6% were anti-Chinese and 21.6% anti-Malay (see table 
3.26).  
Table 3.25: Response Percentages for Positive Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Malay Children at Pre-Test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Pro-Chinese 19.6% 17.4% 18.6% 
Pro-Malay 52.9% 50.0% 51.5% 
Pro-Indian 9.8% 6.5% 8.2% 
No Clear Bias 17.0% 20.1% 21.0% 
Total 51 46 97 
χ2(3) = 1.216, n.s. 
 
 
Table 3.26: Response Percentages for Negative Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Malay Children at Pre-test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Anti-Chinese 19.6% 17.4% 18.6% 
Anti-Malay 21.6% 21.7% 21.6% 
Anti-Indian 39.2% 37.0% 38.1% 
No Clear Bias 19.6% 23.9% 21.6% 
Total 51 46 97 




With respect to positive trait attribution at post intervention testing, 44.3% of the Malay 
children were pro-Malay, 27.8% pro-Chinese, 2.1% pro-Indian, and 25.8% had no 
clear direction in their ethnic group evaluations (see table 3.27).  As for negative trait 
attributions, 33.0% were anti-Indian in orientation, 27.8% showed no clear ethnic bias, 
while 16.5% were anti-Chinese and 22.7% anti-Malay (see table 3.28).  
 
Table 3.27: Response Percentages for Positive Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Malay Children at Post-Test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Pro-Chinese 27.5% 28.3% 27.8% 
Pro-Malay 45.1% 43.5% 44.3% 
Pro-Indian 0.0% 4.3% 2.1% 
No Clear Bias 27.5% 23.9% 25.8% 
Total 51 46 97 
χ2(3) = 2.355, n.s. 
 
Table 3.28: Response Percentages for Negative Ethnic Group Evaluations  
By Treatment Condition for Malay Children at Post-test 
 Intervention Comparison Total 
Anti-Chinese 15.7% 17.4% 16.5% 
Anti-Malay 21.6% 23.9% 22.7% 
Anti-Indian 33.3% 32.6% 33.0% 
No Clear Bias 29.4% 26.1% 27.8% 
Total 51 46 97 
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With respect to the research question on whether there an association between 
intervention and children’s ethnic group evaluations, the results indicated that the 
intervention program had different impacts on Chinese and Malay children, and on 
positive and negative ethnic group evaluations.  Among Chinese children, an 
association was found between the intervention program and positive ethnic group 
evaluations, with intervention group children attributing more positive traits to their 
own ethnic group.  No association was found for negative ethnic group evaluations.  
Among Malay children, no associations were found between intervention and both 
positive and negative ethnic group evaluations. 
 
 
Intervention and Children’s Ethnic Preference for Best Friend 
 
With regard to children’s preference for best friend, no significant associations 
between the children’s preference and treatment condition was found for both Chinese 
(χ2(2) = 1.51, n.s.)  and Malay (χ2(2) = .57, n.s.) children.  This indicated that the 
intervention had no effect on children’s preference for best friends, with the children 
generally preferring someone of their own ethnic group for their best friend (see table 
3.29).  The hypothesis that there was an association between intervention and 
children’s ethnic preference for best friend was therefore rejected for both Chinese and 




Table 3.29: Response Percentages for Best Friend Preference By Treatment Condition 
 Chinese Malay 
 Intervention Comparison Total Intervention Comparison Total 
Chinese 44.6% 49.4% 46.7% 24.4% 24.4% 24.4% 
Malay 42.6% 43.2% 42.9% 64.4% 68.9% 66.7% 
Indian 12.9% 7.4% 10.4% 11.1% 6.7% 8.9% 
Total  101 81 182 45 45 90 




Intervention and Children’s Ethnic Preference for Playmate 
 
When the association between the treatment condition and the children’s playmate 
preference was examined, no significant association was found among both Chinese 
(χ2(2) = .99, n.s.) and Malay (χ2(2) = .35, n.s.) children (see table 3.30).  Again, the 
intervention had no effect on the children’s preference for playmates.  The hypothesis 
that there was an association between intervention and children’s ethnic preference for 
playmate was therefore rejected for both Chinese and Malay children.  The majority of 
Chinese children in both intervention and comparison groups preferred having another 
Chinese as their playmate, and the majority of Malay children likewise preferred 
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Table 3.30: Response Percentages for Playmate Preference By Treatment Condition 
 Chinese Malay 
 Intervention Comparison Total Intervention Comparison Total 
Chinese 58.8% 56.8% 57.9% 39.1% 40.0% 39.6% 
Malay 30.4% 35.8% 32.8% 45.7% 48.9% 47.3% 
Indian 10.8% 7.4% 9.3% 15.2% 11.1% 13.2% 
Total  102 81 183 46 45 91 
χ2(2) .99, n.s. .35, n.s 
 
 
Intervention and Children’s Ethnic Self Preference 
 
As for the preferred self-identity of the children, again no significant associations were 
found between children’s preference and treatment condition among both Chinese 
(χ2(2) = .996, n.s.) and Malay children (χ2(2) = 2.270, n.s.).  In general, the children 
chose their own ethnic affiliations for their preferred self-identities (see table 3.31). 
The hypothesis that there was an association between intervention and children’s 
ethnic self preference was therefore rejected for both Chinese and Malay children. 
Table 3.31 Response Percentages Self-Identity Preference By Treatment Condition 
 Chinese Malay 
 Intervention Comparison Total Intervention Comparison Total 
Chinese 58.0% 56.8% 57.5% 19.6% 33.3% 26.4% 
Malay 34.0% 30.9% 32.6% 73.9% 62.2% 68.1% 
Indian 8.0% 12.3% 9.9% 6.5% 4.4% 5.5% 
Total  100 81 181 46 45 91 







Part I – Children’s Inter-ethnic Attitudes and Inter-ethnic Contact 
 
Ethnic In-Group Bias 
 
The fact that the preschoolers exhibited inter-ethnic bias is consistent with Gloria 
Chin’s (1993) study where she found the majority of preschoolers in her sample 
showing moderate to high levels of racial prejudice.  It is also consistent with earlier 
research in Western countries that found high incidences of racial prejudice among 
preschoolers (e.g. Aboud, 1988; Clark & Clark, 1947; Goodman, 1968; Kowalski, 
2003; Williams & Morland, 1976).  The relatively higher level of ethnic in-group bias 
seen among the Chinese as compared with Malay children is also consistent with 
literature.  Michalos & Zumbo, for example, found that members of the majority group 
tended to be most prejudiced (Michalos & Zumbo, 2001).  
 
The levels of bias seen in the present study were much lower than similar studies 
conducted in the West.  Katz and Kofkin (Katz & Kofkin, 1997),  for example, found 
that over half of the American White children in their sample showed significant 
degrees of pro-White and anti-Black bias.  In Canada, Doyle and Aboud found that by 
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age five, 85% of their White participants showed such bias (Doyle & Aboud, 1995; 
Katz, 2003).  By comparison, less than half of the sample in this study showed definite 
ethnic in-group bias.  This suggests that there may have been some success in 
Singapore’s efforts to build and strengthen the nation’s social cohesion.  However, as 
this is a cross-sectional study conducted at a particular point in time, and without any 
historical reference, we are not able to ascertain whether this level of prejudice is an 
improvement.  Nevertheless, there remains much to be done to further reduce racial 
prejudice that still exists, and to strengthen social integration and cohesion. 
 
Another interesting finding is the discovery that Malay children in the study showed 
similarly high levels of ethnic in-group bias as Chinese children.  Previous research 
found the level of in-group bias to vary by race, with minority children to be favorably 
biased towards the fairer skinned and towards the dominant race in society – the 
Chinese in this case, or to be mixed in their evaluations (Aboud, 1977, 1988; Clark, 
1963; Clark & Clark, 1947; Davey, 1983; Forbes, 1997; Glover & Smith, 1997; 
Williams & Morland, 1976).  A pro-Chinese biased, or at most a neutral attitude, was 
therefore predicted by literature for the Malay children, rather than the high ethnic 
in-group bias seen. 
 
Applying the Social Reflection Theories (Aboud, 1988; Clark, 1963), the high level of 
ethnic in-group bias seen in Malay children could be a reflection that the various races 
are interacting with one another as equals in society.  No race in particular is dominant 
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and no race is being discriminated against.  Social Identity Theories would also suggest 
that the findings indicate Malays have a high level of ethnic pride as a race and high 
levels of self-esteem as individuals.  This interpretation might augur well for the 
country’s efforts in building an equal and harmonious multiracial and multi-religious 
society.   
 
An alternative reading of the high ethnic in-group bias seen in Malay children would be 
that the Malay community has become more inward looking and exclusionary in their 
orientation due to the rise of radical Islam in Asia.  The arrests of radical Islamic 
terrorists in Singapore, and the subsequent perception of having a spotlight of suspicion 
being cast on Malays/Muslims, exacerbated the separation of the Malay community 
from the rest of society.  The high ethnic in-group bias in this interpretation is due to an 
increased prejudice against the out-group.  However, due to the relatively young age of 
the children in our study, the non-random nature of sample selection, and the fact that 
the number of Malay children in the study was relatively small, we are not able to make 
a definite generalization to the entire Malay community.  As such, this alternative 
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Direction of Ethnic Group Evaluations 
 
The children in our study showed definite directions in their positive ethnic group 
evaluations.  Both Chinese and Malay children tended to be most positive towards their 
own ethnic groups.  Also both Chinese and Malay children tended to be least positive 
towards Indians.  This is be consistent with the social reflection theories of prejudice 
(Aboud, 1988; Clark, 1963) that predicts that children’s attitudes reflect the existing 
social and power structures in society.  Indians are the smaller of the two main minority 
groups in Singapore.   
 
It is also interesting to note that twice as many Chinese as compared with Malay 
children were anti-Indian in their orientation.  It is plausible that Malay children held 
less negative views of Indians because they had greater opportunities for contact with 
Indians within their natural setting and religious circle, many of whom were Muslims 
as well.  This similarity might have resulted in less negative evaluations.  Chinese 
children, however, had fewer opportunities for contact with Indians in their natural 
setting, and they normally did not share the same religious faith.   
 
The findings that preschoolers in the study demonstrated racially biased attitudes and 
the observation that Indians were more negatively evaluated have practice implications 
for social work.  It appears that one ethnic group in Singapore is least positively 
thought of and that children are forming in-group preferences at a young age.  This 
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provides social workers with the impetus for intervention, and an entry point to focus 
their intervention efforts on.  Social workers need to advocate for the extension of the 
focus of efforts and programs to reduce racial prejudice and increase inter-ethnic 
understanding, harmony and cohesion, to include preschoolers as well.  At present, 
these efforts are targeted at older children from primary school age and above, and at 
adults.  It is also not good enough that the major ethnic groups get along well with one 
another.  To build social cohesion and to reduce racial prejudice, every ethnic group 
must be regarded equally.  More effort must therefore be put in to reduce the negative 
affect, and increase the positive affect, towards Indians.   As Allport (1954) 
admonishes, the first six years of life are important for the development of all social 
attitudes.  Intervening during the formative years has also been found to have the 
greatest impact on stereotyping and prejudice beyond any other ages (Wood & 
Sonleitner, 1996).    
 
 
Effect of Inter-ethnic Contact 
 
The ethnic composition of the preschools was found to be statistically associated with 
the level and direction of ethnic in-group bias seen in the children.  Contrary to Gloria 
Chin’s (1993) finding that ethnic integration did not reduce the level of prejudice, 
children from ethnically integrated preschools in this study tended to have lower levels 
of ethnic in-group bias, vis-à-vis children from either of the ethnically segregated 
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preschools.  Children from ethnically integrated preschools also tended to be more 
open to having a best friend who is from different ethnic background than those from 
ethnically segregated preschool settings.  This is particularly true for Chinese children 
whose ethnic group constitutes some 80% of the population.  For them, the preschool 
environment provides the opportunity to interact with the other races, something that 
they would have fewer opportunities for in the community due to the statistical 
improbability as a result of their numerical supremacy.  Indeed, the need for integration 
may be much more greater for the ethnic majority who have less access to and 
familiarity with groups other than their own (Taylor & Katz, 1989).  As for the 
preference of playmate, children from ethnically integrated preschools were found to 
be more open to having a playmate from a different ethnic group as compared with 
children from the ethnically segregated preschools.  This is particularly so for the 
Malay children.  The findings corroborate Allport’s Contact Theory that predicted 
contact under the optimal conditions of equal group status, common goals, inter-group 
cooperation and authority support can lead to reduced levels of racial prejudice 
(Allport, 1954; Forbes, 1997; Pettigrew, 1998; Wood & Sonleitner, 1996).   
 
While the results suggest that higher levels of inter-ethnic contact within the preschools 
were associated with lower levels of prejudice in children, our research design does not 
permit us to ascertain if the relationship is causal.  It could be that the natural level of 
racial prejudice is that which is seen in the ethnically segregated preschools and that 
inter-ethnic contact served to reduce it.  Or perhaps the children’s natural or baseline 
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inter-ethnic attitudes are those which we measured in the ethnically integrated 
preschools, and that it was the ethnically segregated environments that adversely 
influenced the attitudes of those enrolled to become more prejudiced.  As Bizman and 
Amir (1984) put it, integration prevented a possible deterioration of inter-ethnic 
attitudes that could have otherwise developed.  This could be an area for future 
research.   
 
Nevertheless, prior research has demonstrated that contact can reduce prejudice (Lee & 
Welch, 1993), and the positive effects can be carried over into adulthood (Emerson et 
al., 2002).  In addition, research has found that childhood contact during the formative 
years has the greatest impact on stereotyping and prejudice beyond contact at any other 
age (Wood & Sonleitner, 1996).  Aboud and her companions also commented that 
intergroup contact and friendship are keystones to the reduction of prejudice (Aboud, 
Mendelson, & Purdy, 2003).  Moreover, opportunities for interracial contact have been 
found to have considerably more influence on students attitudes than do the use of 
multi-ethnic curricula, even when such resources are carefully planned and 
purposefully structured (Slavin & Madden, 1979).  There is therefore support to 
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Part II – Implications of the Intervention Program 
 
The findings indicate that the intervention program’s impact on the level of ethnic 
in-group bias is moderated by race, and that it had been largely ineffective in reducing 
the level of in-group bias seen in the children.  On the contrary, it appeared to have 
marginally heightened the level of racial consciousness among the Chinese children in 
the intervention group, causing them to be more pro-Chinese and less anti-Chinese in 
their ethnic group evaluations, thereby increasing ethnic in-group bias.  
Notwithstanding the above, the level of ethnic in-group bias seen in both intervention 
and comparison groups remained in the moderate ethnic in-group bias range and the 
difference in means between the groups was marginal even though it was statistically 
significant.  Hence, while there was a statistical difference between the means of the 
intervention and comparison groups, there was no practical difference in the level of 
ethnic in-group bias seen.  Among the Malay children, the intervention appeared to 
have marginally reduced the level of bias, albeit at a statistically insignificant level. 
The intervention was also found to have no significant effect on children’s preferred 
best friend, playmate and self-identity. 
 
The lack of impact of the short-term story-reading intervention program may be 
attributed to several possible reasons.  Firstly, there could be issues of treatment fidelity 
as mentioned earlier under the limitations sub-section of the Methodology chapter.  It is 
wholly plausible that the teachers ended up emphasizing the salience of ‘race’ to the 
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children rather than the need to look beyond external characteristics such as race to 
looking at internal attributes in evaluating other people, with the later being more 
difficult of the two to achieve.  For future experimental and research purposes, it would 
be preferable for the intervention to be conducted by a single person who is thoroughly 
trained and committed to ensure treatment fidelity and for greater control over possible 
confounds and measurement errors. 
 
A second possible reason for the lack of success could be that the duration of the 
intervention program, and the period between the end of the intervention and the 
administration of the questionnaires were too short for the effects to be seen.  
According to the social-cognitive developmental theory of prejudice, Aboud (1988) 
posits that development of children’s ethnic attitudes follow two overlapping 
sequences – in the first, children’s experience progress from affective states, to 
perceptions, and finally to cognitions.  In the second sequence, children’s focus of 
attention shift from self to a preoccupation with groups and specifically the differences 
between one’s own and other groups, and then to a greater attention to persons as 
individuals rather than merely as a member of a group.  Only when children reach the 
final stages of each sequence, i.e. when children’s experiences are dominated by 
cognitions rather than affective states, and when children are able to focus their 
attention on individuals rather than on themselves or groups, will there be a reduction 
in prejudice.  In the present study, the intervention ran for about 10 to 15 minutes per 
day for five consecutive days, and assessment was conducted within three days from 
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the end of the intervention.  However, in Westphal’s (1977) study, the intervention ran 
for two years, and in Katz & Zalk’s (1978) study, the effects of the intervention were 
assessed two weeks after the intervention phase.  It is therefore plausible that the time 
duration of the present intervention may be too short for the children to progress fully 
through to the final stages of the developmental sequence as outlined by Aboud (1988).   
 
In some ways, the intervention program implemented in the study could be likened to 
many of the programs and activities currently being conducted in schools and in the 
community to increase racial harmony and to reduce prejudice in Singapore. These 
programs, such as the racial harmony day, visits to places of worship of the various 
ethnic groups, seminars on the different cultures, etc., like the intervention, are 
short-term in duration, and aims to portray the various races in a favorable manner. The 
effectiveness of these programs need to be ascertained to ensure that they do in fact 
reduce the level of racial prejudice but not heighten ethnic consciousness which 





IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 
 
Consistent with research conducted in other countries, the present study has found 
racial prejudice to exist among preschoolers in Singapore.  Both Chinese and Malay 
children have been found to show high levels of ethnic in-group bias, and a negative 
ethnic group evaluation against Indians.  While children from the ethnically integrated 
preschools in this study showed lower levels of in-group bias, and were more opened to 
having best friends and playmates from the other ethnic groups, racial prejudice 
nonetheless still existed among them.  For children from the ethnically segregated 
preschools, the situation is less sanguine, with higher levels of in-group bias seen, and 
less openness to having cross ethnic best friends and playmates. If left unchecked, these 
findings may have negative consequences for inter-ethnic relations, and hinder the 
progress towards a socially cohesive and integrated society.   
 
 
Implications for Social Work Practice: Early Intervention with Young Children 
 
The implications for social work practice are clear.    Social workers need to intervene 
early among young children to address and confront the issue of ethnic and racial 
prejudice during their formative years while their attitudes are still developing and 
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malleable.  While the effects of the intervention program in this study were mixed, 
there is sufficient evidence from other studies to support the need for early 
intervention. 
 
As reviewed earlier, children's prejudice attitudes could have developed from a myriad 
of causes, from inappropriate use of ego defense mechanisms, to having immature or 
faulty social cognitions, and from having poor social models, to having overly 
authoritarian and punitive parents.  Social workers could intervene at the 'person' level 
to reduce or prevent the development of prejudice through strategies such as 
psychotherapy whereby strategies to resolve intra-psychic tensions without resorting to 
inappropriate defense mechanisms could be taught.  Or through cognitive behavioral 
therapy whereby socially adept cognitive skills could be emphasized, imparted and 
practised, and faulty and immature ones corrected.   
 
Social workers could also intervene by providing non-bias models for the children to 
learn from, either directly or vicariously.  Social workers could work with and through 
grassroots and community organizations such as the Residents’ Committee, 
Community Centers, and the Community Development Councils, to develop programs 
through which adults could model positive inter-ethnic behaviors to their children.  
Although some studies in the West have found only modest correlations between the 
ethnocentrism of parents and that of their children (Carlson & Iovini, 1985; Mosher & 
Scodel, 1960; Rohan & Zanna, 1996), parents in Asia may wield greater influence over 
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their children’s attitude development due to the different societal context and parenting 
styles.  An example of a community based intervention for improving inter-ethnic 
attitudes and relations is that of intergroup dialogues.  Through these dialogues, 
community members and adults could learn to confront, and develop skills for 
negotiating solutions to, the issue of racial prejudice and discrimination (Schoem, 
2003).  Children could then see and model after these positive intergroup attitudes and 
behaviors seen in the adults. 
 
Intervening to change social structures is another strategy that could be utilized.  
Organizational structures and practices in schools have been found to influence the 
frequency of inter-racial interactions, and students' attitudes and behaviors towards 
members of different ethnic and racial groups (Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999).  
Changing institutional practices that perpetuate racial prejudice and racism may also 
be considerably more efficacious than dealing with individuals (Taylor & Katz, 1989).  
While conventional wisdom dictates that changes in attitudes precedes changes in 
behavior, Kenneth Clark, in his evaluation of the desegregation efforts in US schools, 
counters that changes in social arrangements and behavior can produce changes in 
attitudes (Clark, 1953).  
 
Social workers could therefore strive to be change agents to help transform the culture 
of the preschools such that their organizational structures and practices are all geared 
towards enhancing both the quality and frequency of interracial interactions.  Some 
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strategies that have been found successful in the West are the use of cooperative 
learning groups (Slavin & Cooper, 1999), and facilitating explicit discussions on race, 
prejudice and discrimination (Aboud & Doyle, 1996).   
 
The use of multicultural and antiracist curricula and materials in classes has also been 
found to be effective in reducing racial prejudice in children (Katz & Zalk, 1978; 
Westphal, 1977).  Although the intervention program in this study has been found to be 
ineffective, this could be explained by issues in its implementation.   Social workers 
should therefore advocate for the inclusion of multicultural and antiracist curricula and 
materials in the educational framework for all preschools at the local and policy levels.  
At present, the topic of race and the issue of racism are not discussed at the preschool 
level at all.    
 
 
Policy Implications  
 
As mentioned, ethnically integrated preschools have been associated with lower levels 
of in-group bias and more openness in cross-ethnic friendships and playmates in the 
children when compared with ethnically segregated preschools.   Prior research has 
also found that social interaction to be associated with more tolerant attitudes (Schaefer, 
1973), and that greater frequencies of interaction will result in lower prevalence of 
ethnic prejudice (Williams, 1964).  Social workers should therefore advocate for more 
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ethnic integration in the preschools on the policy level.  One possible policy innovation 
to encourage greater ethnic integration would be for the government to provide 
financial incentives such as tax rebates or training grants to preschools that meet a 
certain level of minority representation in their enrolments.  
 
There may be also a need to rethink if preschool education should be left in the hands of 
the community rather than being provided by the state.  While the present practice of 
having the various religious and community groups provide preschool education in 
Singapore may be expedient, many of these preschools usually end up being segregated 
along ethnic and religious lines.  Such segregated environments may cultivate greater 





One of the unexpected results of this study was the finding that Malay children showed 
similarly high levels of ethnic in-group bias as Chinese children who are in the ethnic 
majority in Singapore.  Two very different interpretations of the results were proffered 
– the first being that the Malay children had higher levels of ethnic pride and 
self-esteem, and that there is ethnic equality in Singapore.  The other interpretation was 
that the Malay children had high levels of prejudice against other ethnic groups as a 
result of becoming more inward looking and exclusionary in their inter-ethnic 
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relationships.    Further research is therefore urgently required to ascertain which 
explanation would be a more accurate representation of reality. If further research 
indicates that the second interpretation is true, then it is imperative that the social work 
profession respond to this threat to the social fabric of the nation.   
 
The study also found that the level of inter-ethnic contact provided by the school 
environment was associated with the inter-ethnic attitudes of preschool children.  
However, the findings cannot be extended beyond children of preschool age.  The 
effects of the school environment on older children’s racial attitudes should also be 
researched in future.  Will the association between ethnic integration/segregation and 
children’s racial prejudice also hold true for primary and secondary schools?  What 
about the ethnically segregated Madrasahs with only Malay/Muslim children, or the 
Special Assistance Program (SAP) schools aimed at developing a group of Chinese 
elite in Singapore?  Will we see higher levels of in-group bias and less openness for 
inter-ethnic interaction and friendships in these environments? These would be 
important areas for future research as they would have critical policy implications for 





The present study has found that preschool children in Singapore demonstrate ethnic 
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prejudice, and that enhanced inter-ethnic contact can foster better inter-ethnic attitudes 
and relations, and reduce inter-ethnic prejudice.  However, the mere reduction of 
inter-ethnic prejudice is insufficient by itself to bring about a more just world where 
people of the different races can interact as equals with one another, and where they 
enjoy equal rights as members of society.  Just as critical as the reduction of prejudice, 
if not more so, are interventions to enhance and strengthen positive affect and social 
cognitions about members of other races.  The development of such intervention 
programs and polices is essential to social integration and community cohesion in 
pluralistic societies such as Singapore.  However, there is a dearth of research on such 
interventions.  Social workers thus have the unique opportunity to take the lead in 
spearheading the research in this domain, and contribute towards the development of 
new strategies to develop, strengthen and enhance social integration and community 
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